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Introduction

BENJAMIN ELMAN AND SHELDON POLLOCK

O pen a recent newspaper and you are likely to read about some 
incident of Hindu- Muslim violence in India. You are also likely 
to have read that such incidents happen because Hindus and 

Muslims have hated each other for centuries. Or you may have learned 
that, on the contrary, these tensions are the result of the divide- and- rule 
strategy used by the British during the colonial period, or the mobilizing 
tactics of contemporary nationalist political parties. In the same way, many 
observers who re�ect on the prevalence of Chinese manufactured goods on 
our store shelves would think that China has always had abundant and obe-
dient, cheap labor, or that it has always learned from the West, has now 
adopted capitalism and industrial technology, and is beating us at our own 
game. People similarly assume that the many successful students from China 
and India enrolled in U.S. universities are either showing traditional rev-
erence for education or just taking advantage of the opportunities our soci-
ety o�ers, as immigrants have always done. The fabulous weddings and 
dowries of Indian brides and the lavish funerals of Chinese elites are either 
traditional expressions (of female subordination in the one case and ances-
tor worship in the other) or demonstrations of how Western consumerism 
has penetrated every aspect of Eastern life.

In all these cases, the stories are actually much messier than these facile 
accounts suggest. On the one hand, we are not encountering unchange-
able and typically burdensome essences inherited from the hoary past. Yet, 
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on the other, not everything that really matters is a creation of the modern 
period and the transformative powers the West has exerted. On both sides 
we 
nd truisms that are seriously misleading. Knowing something about 
the pasts of China and India can give us a better sense of which features 
have or have not been perpetuated. And thereby a better understanding of the 
present„ not a de
nitive but a more textured and dynamic understanding„ 
becomes possible, along with better practices. In addition, seeking knowl-
edge of these pasts across the wide spectrum of activities and identities that 
made traditional life no less complex, if di�erently complex, than modern 
life is one way to increase the depth of that knowledge. And last, knowing 
them comparatively helps ensure that China and India recover their indi-
viduality and speci
city, and do not fall victim to this or that large, equally 
facile explanatory account that usually winds up homogenizing all past 
societies (•Oriental despotismŽ in the nineteenth century, for example, and 
•modernization theoryŽ in the twentieth).

These three ways of knowing frame the three aims of this book: (�) to 
explore the nature of Asian pasts so as to get a better grasp of Asian pres-
ents; (�) to establish a domain of inquiry broad enough to investigate both 
these sets of issues with some hope of adequacy; and (�) to directly com-
pare non- European countries.

While all three objectives have presented challenges to the contributors 
of this book, there are some basic areas where we achieved clear consen-
sus. While the past is not inevitably prologue, the present cannot come to 
exist or be understood without it. Making sense of its shaping in�uence 
across a wide arena of traditional life allows us to better understand its dura-
bility into the present. Understanding its particularities through compari-
son enables us to better grasp how contingent the present really is„ to 
realize, in other words, that it is the product of enduring forces that might 
easily have worked out di�erently, and that may well do so in the future.

Why China and India?

The ���
 United Nations Climate Change Summit o�ered compelling evi-
dence of what so many other global indicators, from stock market shifts to 
security threats to trends in popular culture, have long suggested to attentive 
observers: China and India have become decisive players in determining 
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the world•s future. The commitment to cut carbon emissions that these 
two countries made will a�ect the fate of the planet in more fundamental 
ways than the actions of any other nation except the United States. And 
indeed, with the U.S. withdrawal from the accords in June	���� and new 
evidence that both China and India appear to be on track to beat the 
targets they set in the UN agreement, it may even ensure the world has 
a future.

That the in�uence of China and India is on the rise is not news, of 
course. Their entry onto the world stage has been on the radar of politi-
cians, business leaders, scholars, journalists, and others for several decades. 
And a substantial body of literature has been produced during this period 
testifying to the varied reactions„ now welcoming, now anxious, almost 
always surprised if not bemused„ to this historic development. What has 
not often been realized, let alone seriously examined, is the fact that this 
•entryŽ is actually a re- entry. Such an examination would need to ask what 
the two nations were like during the period of their 
rst global domina-
tion some 
ve or six centuries ago; how those older ways of life may have 
shaped their presents; and, perhaps most intriguingly, what comparison 
between the two can help us learn about each.

One simple explanation why these questions have not been systemati-
cally explored is that doing so is no easy task. The meaning of the past for 
the present, as just noted, is a general problem that haunts, or should haunt, 
every historian. Even the truth that there is no single •pastŽ anywhere, let 
alone a past that works in a direct way on the present, often goes unac-
knowledged. Nobel Prize winner Amartya Sen, for example, recently asked 
•Why is China ahead of India?Ž He pinpoints contemporary India•s low 
overall quality of education, poor health care, and skewed energy provi-
sion, among other subsidies, in saying that contemporary India has •failed 
to learnŽ the East Asian lesson. But are things that simple? Is any role in 
this •failureŽ to be assigned to, say, India•s deep history of inequality? The 
��	percent of India•s population classi
ed as untouchable/tribal has been 
part of the structure of Indian society for a long time, while evidence for 
some sort of meritocratic processes via civil examinations is available for 
China long before the modern era. Can we provide any good explanation 
for their present without reference to their past?

In addition, comparison between the two regions has never been the 
norm in scholarship. The de
cit can in part be explained by the fact that, 
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to be convincing, comparison requires a level playing 
eld„ we must com-
pare comparables„ and careful consideration about how to level it reveals 
some hard conceptual puzzles, not only in the comparison between China 
and India but equally in the comparison of the two with the West. During 
the period roughly from ��
� to ����, for example, China and India (along 
with Persia) were the global leaders in mathematical astronomy. Their com-
plex calendrical systems were models for the Pax Mongolica centered on 
the Yuan dynasty (����… ����) in Beijing and the Ilkhanate in Tabriz, as 
well as, later, Mughal India. Yet, Western scholars have routinely associ-
ated early modern discoveries in astronomy and mathematics with the 
•rise of the WestŽ after the •age of Copernicus,Ž �
��… ����. Such deep- 
seated preconceptions about the world can derail comparison even before 
it can begin.

Thus, our comparative historical aspirations are at once confronted by 
several hard, overarching questions. It is a challenge to understand not only 
how the pasts of China and India relate to their presents but also how to 
compare them directly with each other without the disrupting presence 
of Western standards and received views. And there are three additional 
problems: What do the terms •ChinaŽ and •IndiaŽ actually refer to, and how 
did these referents became the conceptually uni
ed entities they are„ 
whatever those entities (regions? civilizations? nations?) may be? Which 
parts of their millennial pasts count as relevant to their relationship to the 
present? How is direct comparison of non- Western traditions supposed even 
to start if we deprive ourselves of the supposedly stable categories„ •state,Ž 
•literature,Ž •art,Ž •religion,Ž and the like„ that the Western lexicon auto-
matically would seem to provide?

What Is •ChinaŽ and What Is •IndiaŽ?

The countries, nations, regions, or civilizations„ depending on how we 
de
ne these apparently simple but actually complex terms„ that we now 
identify by the names China and India have long and complicated histo-
ries. Any particular de
nition of either China or India is going to appear, 
to sharp historical eyes, to be dubious generalization, a freeze- frame, as it 
were, of a continuously running 
lm of development and change. Yet, even 
while we acknowledge continuous change, certain constants of internal 
practices and external assessments still allow us to make use of these 
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categories with the same cautious con
dence with which we employ the 
equally messy •EuropeŽ (or, messier, •WestŽ).

•ChinaŽ: The Central Kingdom?

The China that resides in the minds of most of us as a coherent object of 
study is the •Central KingdomŽ„ the literal translation of Zhongguo, the 
Chinese name for •ChinaŽ„ an idea dating back to the idealized early 
empires of Qin and Han, circa ��� BCE to ��� CE. Of these two, the Han 
has been by far the most in�uential. It was long- lived; it committed legiti-
mate governments in traditional China to public veneration of Confucius 
(

�… ��� BCE) and his ostensible social, ethical, and political ideals; and it 
bequeathed the name of the identity of the majority of the •HanŽ Chinese 
population today. Our imaginary view of unbroken Chinese unity is largely 
based on a formulaic rendering of Han history and culture. The righteousness 
of social hierarchy, the power of standardized language and ritual, and the 
social justice of a society that privileges agriculture and marginalizes com-
merce and technology have all become features of a distinct •ChinaŽ that is 
neither entirely repudiated nor entirely justi
ed by the richness of history.

Whereas •ChinaŽ is not some confection of early modern lore but has 
a deeper, if ultimately elusive, conceptual history, we question a starting 
point that predetermines an idealized classical world asserting itself e�ort-
lessly in the hearts and minds of Han Chinese and their culturally diverse 
neighbors. For half its history, today•s geographic China has been divided 
among states of Han Chinese and of Turkic, Mongolian, Tibetan, and Man-
churian origin, all of which contributed to the economic and cultural 
development of what we recognize as China, yielding an unstable political 
environment of contending Han Chinese insiders and non- Han outsiders. 
The last dynasty, the Qing (����… ����), rose from Manchurian roots to cre-
ate a complex, cosmopolitan culture and expansive political boundaries 
that are the direct sources of modern China•s world stature.

•IndiaŽ: A Not So New Nation

Independence in ���� brought cataclysmic partition to the country that the 
British ruled for more than a century as •India,Ž creating Pakistan in the 
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west and, in ����, Bangladesh in the east. (Ceylon, later renamed Sri Lanka, 
attained independence in ����.) The entrance of India and the rest into the 
post… World War II world order at the same time led some observers, 
deceived by the apparent timelessness of their own nations, to think of India 
as a new one. (E. M. Forster wrote, with mock incredulity, in ����: •India 
a nation! What an apotheosis! . . . Waddling in at this hour of the world to 
take her seat!Ž) But the idea of India, some sort of idea, is far older. Ancient 
Sanskrit geographies describe a •Clime of the BharatasŽ (Bharatavarsha) 
that, while shading into fantasy around the edges, marks o� a familiar 
South Asian space.

Greeks as early as Herodotus spoke of an indik� (ch� r�), an •IndianŽ 
place	or land (referring to the lands east of the Indus River); the Chinese 
Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang (���… ���) named it Indu; Arab traders and 
military adventurers some centuries later took to calling it Al- Hind (again 
referencing the Indus) and later Hindustan, the •Place of the Indians.Ž Rec-
ognizable Indian forms of political organization and religious belief no 
doubt spread far from the South Asian landmass in the 
rst millennium, 
creating the so- called Indianized states of Southeast Asia (including Thai-
land, Cambodia, and southern Vietnam) and carrying Buddhism as far west 
as Iran and into Central Asia, and, along with Hinduism, as far east as Java 
and Bali. Yet the Indian subcontinent itself was subject to imperial pro-
cesses, such as those of the Mauryas (���… ��� BCE), the Kushans (c. ��… 
���), the Guptas (���… 

�), and the Mughal (�
��… ��
�), that largely hewed 
to its geographical boundaries and, in some measure at least, imposed or 
sought to impose integrating structures of rule across a population dramati-
cally varied in languages, customs, and beliefs.

If Indian cultural practices and products spread far and wide, with San-
skrit poetry being written by Cambodian princes in Angkor in the tenth 
century and Indo- Persian poetry circulating as far as Istanbul in the seven-
teenth, the generative core was known to be a geocultural space largely 
coterminous with today•s South Asia. Indeed, even though the phrase 
•South AsiaŽ is a recent coinage, the region itself possesses some sort of 
coherence„ an unfamiliar, prenational sort of coherence„ that is far older.

Accordingly, when, the contributors to this book refer to •ChineseŽ or 
•IndianŽ art or literature or science, they do so with a lively awareness that, 
while the categories are certainly labile and are marked far more by diver-
sity than by homogeneity, their referent is a recognizable and analytically 
meaningful one.
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What Parts of Their Pasts Matter?

Ongoing archeological research in both regions takes human habitation 
and, to some degree, recognizable cultural patterns back to at least the third 
millennium BCE. It would take another book to explore the processes of 
uni
cation and consolidation of the two regions and their long- term con-
tinuity as early agrarian, literate societies. Instead, our intention here has 
been to concentrate on what scholars now call, not without some hesita-
tion, the •early modernŽ period, generally taken to comprise the three or 
four centuries before ����. We admittedly lose sight of some important fea-
tures by foreshortening our gaze. But what we lose in terms of scope we 
gain, we think, in terms of comprehensiveness.

That said, there is by no means universal agreement about the precise 
boundaries of this early modern period for either of the two regions, let 
alone that those boundaries are the same for both. The end point of the 
early modern is largely unproblematic, for around ���� many processes 
were set in motion, especially in global commerce and industrialization, 
that would constitute the sharpest break with the past in the historical 
record of both countries and set them on a path toward ever greater con-
vergence with the modern West.

In China, the Opium War (����… ��) epitomized the British empire•s tri-
umph over China via the shibboleth of •freeŽ commerce, whereby Eng-
lish opium merchants traded for Chinese tea and thereby reversed the �ow 
of Chinese silver back to India and Great Britain. The Manchu empire 
ended with the Republican revolution of ����; Japan took advantage of 
China•s reversal of fortune to invade and make China part of the Japanese 
empire by ����. Final independence came with the establishment of the 
People•s Republic of China in ����. In India, ���� marks the start in ear-
nest of British colonialism, which would gain momentum through the cen-
tury: Thanjavur (Tanjore, in south India) was taken by Lord Wellesley in 
����; Varanasi in the north was ceded to the British in ����; in the west, 
the Peshwas of Maharashtra were defeated in the course of the following 
decade (����…����). The Indian Rebellion of ��
� led to the nation•s for-
mal incorporation into the British empire a year later, where it would 
remain until gaining independence in ����.

What causes di�culty, then, is not the chronological end point of our 
study, which is well known, but the starting point we have chosen„ •three 
or four centuries before ����Ž„ and the conceptual coherence of the •early 
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modernityŽ that underlies that choice. While many enduring features of 
the two regions long antedate even these older eras (and some contributors 
to the book begin their stories centuries earlier), it was during the early 
modern period that distinctive form was given to many patterns of polity, 
society, and culture that persisted until the coming of Western modernity. 
That said, the early modern era more strictly conceived (c. �
��… ����) has 
historical salience in both spheres, as recent scholarship has been increas-
ingly able to demonstrate. It is characterized by important transformations 
that mark a new era while at the same time underscoring the durability of 
older civilizational features. The two regions saw comparable dramatic 
changes in trade, as they participated in what for the 
rst time became a 
truly global system; in demography, with the tripling of China•s popula-
tion and the doubling of India•s; in state formation, where large- scale impe-
rial formations were consolidated; in urbanization, monetization, and 
elsewhere.

Early Modernity in the Ming- Qing Era

The Ming- Qing dynastic rule that marks the beginnings of the early mod-
ern period in China produced social, demographic, and economic pres-
sures that placed new demands on the Qing dynasty (����… ����) that the 
rulers, now Manchus, and government scholar- o�cials, still Han Chinese, 
had never faced before. These pressures include the just- mentioned rise, 
steep and unprecedented, in general population from about �
�� to ���� 
(proportionally paralleling the rates of global population increase), despite 
severe episodes of prolonged disorder connected to the late Ming rural 
uprisings that made the Qing invasion possible; the recovery and dramatic 
expansion of the systems of internal transportation; an increase of arable 
land and e�ciency in agricultural production, making possible larger urban 
populations and greater commercial specialization in the countryside; the 
displacement of much of the traditional elite (largely due to the Qing con-
quest) and promotion of a new ruling caste; greater engagement with 
regional and global societies through trade, travel, strategic rivalry, and 
conscious cultural relativity.

This latter in
ltration refers to acknowledgment of European achieve-
ment in science, technology, architecture; legalization of Christian freedom 
to proselytize (before the middle eighteenth century), dissemination of 
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American •New WorldŽ and African crops, and attendant changes in food-
ways; customization of Chinese products to meet the speci
cations of for-
eign brokers; acceptance of innovative institutions of credit, security, and 
legal administration in response to growing commercial engagement with 
Korea, Britain, and France in particular; creation of a recognizably diplo-
matic treaty relationship with Russia. In addition, ancient ideals drawn 
from earlier times were already deemed unsatisfactory. Many Han literati 
realized that the institutions enshrined in the imperial system were not invi-
olate. To •accord with the new timesŽ became the slogan of a generation 
of statecraft (  jingshi) scholars who during the early nineteenth century 
sought pragmatic solutions to the myriad organizational and logistical 
breakdowns that seemed to come all at once. The Opium War and anti- 
Manchu Taiping Rebellion (��
�… ����) exacerbated such tensions. With 
hindsight, we know that Qing China, like Mughal India, was also on the 
eve of a confrontation with Western imperialism, which would unleash 
revolutionary forces at all levels of society.

Early Modernity in the Mughal Era

In India, a similar political transformation occurred with the founding of 
the Mughal Empire in �
��. Although the Delhi sultans had nourished an 
ideal of limitless political space, it was the Mughals who„ like their Qing, 
Ottoman, Spanish, and Habsburg contemporaries„ actually achieved the 
characteristically early modern institution of a large- scale •universalŽ 
empire. Proud of their descent from Timur (r. ����… ���
), founder of the 
Timurid Empire (����… �
��) in Central Asia and Persia, the Mughals emu-
lated their famous ancestor, just as Timur himself had patterned his career 
of universal world conquest on the remarkable achievement of Chinggis 
Khan (����… ����; r. ����… ����). Regarding statecraft, scienti
c surveys of 
a country•s resources and products, together with an increased use of skilled 
bureaucrats, were hallmarks of early modern states everywhere. And in 
India, it was the Mughals who 
rst established standard units of measurement 
and maintained o�ces of meticulous record keepers and auditors, depart-
ing from the more haphazard methods of earlier regimes. Meanwhile, pro-
fessional Hindu banking and clerical castes became prominent in their 
sprawling bureaucratic machine. By the end of the sixteenth century, 
their revenue and judicial administrations also exhibited an obsessive 
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preoccupation with order, the e�cient management of time, and a spirit 
of rational self- control„ all of them characteristics of early modernity.

Mughal India•s early modern character, like China•s, is also seen in its 
integration with an expanding global economy. Within just 
fty years of 
the empire•s launching, the descendants of Babur (r. �
��… �
��), founder 
of the Mughal dynasty, had conquered the wealthy and commercially 
vibrant coastal province of Gujarat, and soon Bengal as well. Despite their 
roots in land- locked, seminomadic Inner Asia, the Mughals thereby joined 
a global network of maritime tra�cking and commerce, with far- reaching 
consequences. Expanded cash crops (tea, co�ee, opium, sugar, tobacco) and 
new food crops (potatoes, maize, chilies, tomatoes, etc.) transformed India•s 
patterns of production and consumption, while the di�usion of gun-
powder and cannon technology helped the Mughals consolidate their 
power across the �at Indo- Gangetic plain. Perhaps most important, by the 
early ����s, Dutch and English trading companies had begun carrying vast 
quantities of New World silver to Mughal seaports in Gujarat and Bengal. 
Because India possessed hardly any silver mines of her own, minting this 
imported metal into coinage signi
cantly monetized the Mughal economy, 
which in turn enhanced merchant wealth, eroded social barriers, and inten-
si
ed land use, since mobile cash helped marshal labor to transform dense 
tracts of jungle into arable 
elds for cultivating food crops.

The Mughals also created the context for new and dynamic circulation, 
innovation, and experimentation in many areas of society, including the 
intellectual and artistic spheres. Mughal cultural life evinces a fascinating 
blend of Persian and more local styles. Emperor Akbar (�

�… ���
) is famous 
for his commitment to translating Sanskrit classics into Persian. He and 
his son Jahangir (r. ���
… ����) organized philosophical and religious debates 
at court and were avidly interested in Indian thought. The o�cial political 
ethos of the day was •peace for allŽ (sulh- i kull), a guarantee that people 
of di�erent religious backgrounds would be protected by the state. Persian 
literati and adventurers from around the globe found a congenial home in 
the cosmopolitan centers of the empire. Mughal painting o�ers an especially 
eloquent example of the new sensibilities. Here the world was embodied 
more tangibly than in any earlier Indian art form. Master painters in impe-
rial ateliers studied European imagery and adopted techniques according 
to their own needs. Intuitive perspective and other methods, along with the 
extensive study of nature and individuation, made for a naturalism that 
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diverged from the Persian tradition from which it had directly descended, 
as well as from earlier Indic idealism.

Comparing the pasts of China and India is not, however, merely a ques-
tion of 
nding parallels that qualify them for the title of •early modern.Ž 
What we now consider early modern in European terms may have roots 
in the trading and textual worlds of East and South Asia. But before we 
consider what to compare, we need to ask why compare at all, and how.

The Logic of Comparison

Many scholars, especially in the last few decades, have sought to avoid com-
parison for various reasons, prominent among them the troubling histori-
cal origins, in colonial science, of •comparativism,Ž or the systematic 
method of comparing. More recent times have seen a new interest in cap-
turing what we might call processes of mutuality, where actual interactions 
of two cases produced exchanges and in�uences. This sort of •connected 
historyŽ (sometimes called contingent, entangled, or crossed history) is 
usually o�ered as a corrective or even replacement for comparative study. 
While we acknowledge and try as far as possible to avoid the prejudices of 
colonial comparison, we have also avoided the connective history approach. 
China and India have interacted for two or more millennia in every domain 
from to art to literature, religion, and science, not to speak of the more 
concrete exchanges of trade and diplomacy, so much so that to try to sepa-
rate these phenomena is to tear apart a real and densely woven fabric. But 
what we seek to capture here is not those connections and the ensuing 
emergence of particular material or cultural phenomena„ their embry-
ology, so to speak„ but rather the nature of those phenomena when fully 
achieved„ their physiology.

We are accordingly concerned less with whether or not Chinese paint-
ing in�uenced Indian painting or Indian literature Chinese literature. To 
know that the Chinese or Indians borrowed this or that cultural element 
from the other and preserved or changed them only adds to the basic prob-
lem of comparison, and does not fundamentally reconstitute it. What inter-
ests us is what the Chinese and the Indians did with a given political, social, 
or cultural form, not where those forms may have originated. One chapter, 
on science, does occasionally explore connection in addition to comparison, 
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but that procedure is dictated by the peculiar nature of the object of study: 
no boundary whether regional or civilizational, in the past or today, can bar 
the movement of science. While traditions of learning in the two worlds 
developed along their own lines, their history is in considerable part a his-
tory of how the learned classes and their patrons responded to the availability 
of new knowledge from elsewhere. This •elsewhereŽ in the early modern 
period was Central Asia, from which both China and India imported new 
astronomical knowledge.

If comparison is the paramount method of this book, we need to explain 
what it means, or what we believe it means, to think comparatively. From 
one rather abstract Western viewpoint going back to Immanuel Kant in 
the late eighteenth century and Georg Friedrich Hegel in the early nine-
teenth, it is clear that humans cannot not think comparatively, that com-
parison is fundamental to knowledge. The identity of any given thing is 
established by implicit comparison with what it is not. A person cannot be 
tall or beautiful or rich except by comparison with less fortunate others. 
Comparativism, however, as a formalized mode of systematic thought, is 
by no means fundamental or even in fact all that old. It is largely unknown 
in the world before the rise of early modern Europe and seems to have 
taken on a particular urgency as European colonialism encountered and 
sought to master, through systematic knowledge, many of those perceived, 
comparatively, as less fortunate others.

A crucial aspect of the colonial sort of comparativism is the de
ning 
status given to the European •standardŽ (the secundum comparatum, to use 
the technical term of Western rhetoric, to which biaozhun in Chinese and 
upam� na in Indic correspond), and the assertion that everything compared 
with it (the primum comparandum, Chinese mofang, •model to be emulated,Ž 
Indic upameya, •thing- to- be- comparedŽ) was not just di�erent but devi-
ant and even de
cient. This is most evident in the works of Hegel, some 
of whose stereotypes of China and India are taken up for study in several 
chapters in this book. Western… non- Western comparison, from Hegel until 
very recently, would typically and without hesitation„ and usually with-
out self- awareness„ incorporate this basic aspect of inequality.

This history makes the direct comparison of non- Western entities 
here„ we might call it cosmopolitan comparison„ not only novel but also 
necessary. Such comparison, decentered from the West, hardly escapes all 
of the epistemological traps of the colonial sort. One obvious danger is„ 
to use an overused term that nonetheless captures a real problem„ the 
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essentialization of our objects of study. We have already alluded to worries 
about the •ChinaŽ or •IndiaŽ that we are comparing when, for example, 
we compare •Chinese paintingŽ and •Indian painting,Ž where at every point 
illegitimate generalization would seem to lurk. Yet in the many collective 
discussions among our contributors, all of them sensitive to the threat of 
essentialization, the coherence and analytical purchase of those geocul-
tural terms were never called into question. All of us clearly believed, with-
out feeling compelled to say so, that larger categories of life than the 
individual actor do exist and could be studied, and to do so carried no real 
threat of essentializing misrepresentation.

To be sure, these con
gurations of political, social, and cultural exis-
tence may now bear names in English cited earlier„ •region,Ž •area,Ž •civ-
ilization,Ž •nation,Ž indeed •ChinaŽ and •IndiaŽ„ that we may wish to 
contest whenever they are, as they often are, unhistorically treated. One 
might even argue that in the very selection of our cases a sort of •civiliza-
tionism,Ž or the illegitimate generalization of a particular as a whole, is 
being smuggled in through the back door. What, after all, is the reason for 
choosing items for comparison if the one is not somehow marked as Chi-
nese and the other as Indian, and to what do those descriptors in the end 
refer, if not some civilization, empire, nation, country, area?

For one thing, we saw that •ChinaŽ and •IndiaŽ are not modern con-
structs but old spaces created by long- lasting political, social, and cultural 
forces. We can a�rm this while acknowledging that these spaces shifted 
over time in their boundedness„ indeed, they were split by real internal 
division: just consider the many north/south divergences in both China 
and India, resulting from real, long- term processes of representation, circula-
tion, language, governance, aesthetic taste, ideas of ultimate concern, and 
so on. For another, quite aside from our shared sensitivity to the historical 
processes that underlie collectivizing titles such as •ChinaŽ and •India,Ž 
none of the book•s contributors ever hesitated to a�rm that our di�erent 
e�orts were adding to some whole, that understanding any part„ language 
or historiography or religion or ecology„ required understanding it in 
relation to the other parts.

Even more challenging than addressing the problem of essentialization 
is making sense of the nature of the knowledge produced by the compari-
sons explored in this book, and what, if anything distinguishes them from 
standard comparative research. The goals of standard comparative research 
are generally held to be fourfold: heuristic, descriptive, analytical, and (let 
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us call it) estranging. Heuristic comparison aims toward generating new 
questions and problems: we ask whether something that occurred in case A 
might also have occurred in case B. With descriptive comparison, we aim 
to clarify case A by contrasting it with case B, something that alone enables 
us to identify case A•s particularity. In this sense, as Kant and Hegel saw, 
comparison is a basic part of thinking. With analytical comparison, we seek 
to answer causal questions, to discover robust tendencies, to test hypotheses. 
The fourth aim is to introduce a certain distance from the paradigmatic 
nature of the comparatum (for example, the Homeric epic, which for Hegel 
was the standard of comparison for all epics everywhere), unsettling its self- 
evident nature, so that it becomes just one case among other possibilities, 
and hence •estranged.Ž

Much of the comparative work done in the humanities today seems to 
be largely descriptive; much done in the social sciences, analytical; the heu-
ristic is less explicitly cultivated, and the estranging is less often made an 
actual theme of inquiry. Many of these aims are evident in this book, but 
our dominant concern, whether implicitly or explicitly, has been with 
estrangement, if of a special kind. Not only does our sort of cosmopolitan 
comparison require that we actively try to bracket the Western objects„ 
paintings, poems, power formations, whatever„ that have functioned as 
the standards, in order to gain as undistorted a view as possible of the non- 
Western objects of comparison. But it also leaves us with objects that wind 
up estranging„ sometimes profoundly estranging„ each other.

The Knowledge Derived from Historical Comparison

What new knowledge, then, has this procedure actually enabled us to pro-
duce in the following chapters? We have found three di�erent kinds. The 

rst two concern categories and disciplines and turn out to be supplemen-
tal, not central, to our concerns. The third, which we can call simply the 
production of di�erence„ the outcome of the estrangement just mentioned„ 
has proven to be the heart of the matter. (Our chapter review follows 
these categories, and accordingly does not need to recapitulate their actual 
order in the book as presented in the table of contents.)

It is hardly surprising, 
rst of all, that cosmopolitan comparison should 
explode our received conceptual categories for understanding the larger 
world, given that those categories originated in Western historical experience. 
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But this occurred so frequently in the course of our project that it seems 
to have been intensi
ed by the act of comparison itself. A useful example 
is •religion.Ž Confusion about what was and was not religion in China 
and India can be widely observed among the 
rst European travelers, most 
prominently the Jesuits in China. The great diversity of spiritual practices 
in both regions was unlike anything they had previously encountered. 
For these visitors, •religionŽ was something that was supposed to have 
•clear doctrines, founding texts, and ecclesiastical institutions,Ž as Zvi 
Ben- Dor Benite and Richard Davis put it in chapter	�.

A kind of comparative thinking was clearly operating here (the earliest 
works of European comparativism, in the 
rst half of the eighteenth cen-
tury, were in fact comparative religion), in which the European standard 
was deeply buried and never questioned. It brought not just de
nition and 
classi
cation but di�erentiation and separation, with serious historical con-
sequences in both worlds. In addition to having to confront (as most of the 
chapters do) long- standing popular and historiographical misconceptions 
of China and India„ in the case of religion, •rational ChinaŽ and •spiri-
tual IndiaŽ are always lurking in the background„ Ben- Dor Benite and 
Davis show how cosmopolitan comparison enables us to see especially 
clearly how the new category produced the new totalities now called •Con-
fucianismŽ and •Hinduism,Ž and, equally important, prompted modern 
observers to misunderstand much that, historically, was never di�erenti-
ated and separated to begin with.

It was equally predictable, to move to the second sort of new knowl-
edge, that the degree of uniformity or variation across the two regions that 
has emerged from the kind of big comparison engaged in here„ across 
diverse objects of study„ should depend on the object of analysis, largely 
in relation to the degree of structure, process, or agency that characterizes 
it. But again, it has proven particularly important to con
rm such unifor-
mity/variation in two non- Western sites.

Deeper, structural determinations seem to have been at issue in produc-
ing uniform inequalities in gender relations, for example, in China and 
India, as Beverly Bossler and Ruby Lal show in chapter	�. The prominence 
and consequences of patrilocal residence (women always moved to the 
home of their husband•s family); the correlation between status and con-
trol (the higher the status of women, the more stringent their con
nement 
in China, the stricter the ban on widow remarriage in India); the control 
of women•s bodies (foot binding in China, widow burning in India); 
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ingrained popular conceptions of the place of women in society; and, not 
least, the di�culty of using sources predominantly produced by men to 
grasp the real issues of concern to women„ all these phenomena seem to 
be constant across the two regions, and to be largely una�ected by cul-
tural particularity. Comparable too, in a more counterintuitive way, is the 
dynamism of gender relations: far from being 
xed and abstract constructs 
imposed on men and women, they involved active negotiations among his-
torical individuals. Even apparently restrictive gender regimes provided 
emotional rewards and allowed for autonomy of action in both places; indi-
viduals worked creatively within, or in de
ance of, inherited prescriptions 
and constraints to construct meaningful lives. Comparison here serves not 
only to disrupt common stereotypes and deepen the understanding of Chi-
nese and Indian societies but also to demonstrate the �uidity and historical 
contingency at the heart of the concepts of •genderŽ and •comparisonŽ 
themselves.

Other structural determinants were at issue in producing comparable 
consequences in ecological and to some degree economic history. The pro-
cess of energy harvesting, for example, followed similar patterns in both 
regions. As chapter	� by Sumit Guha and Kenneth Pomeranz argues, China 
and India were both low energy- use societies, typically adapting to low 
energy supplies rather than boosting e�orts to increase them„ even when 
in the early modern period population tripled in China and doubled in 
India„ and almost entirely restricted to the year•s production of bio-
mass. In other words, both regions were content to tolerate extraordinary 
levels of poverty.

Structures could obviously vary in the two regions, however, and pro-
duce di�erent outcomes. The introduction of New World crops had highly 
disruptive consequences in overpopulated China and fewer in India, where 
tastes and patterns of consumption ensured continuity. Importantly, vary-
ing cultural factors had ecological consequences too. India preserved most 
of its original animal population into the early modern era, in particular 
its •charismatic megafauna,Ž above all elephants, for which religious atti-
tudes were responsible to a considerable degree (not all people ravage their 
environment as far as resource extraction permits). In China, most large animals 
became extremely rare, and the elephant vanished entirely. •While China•s 
ecology had been engineered to support impressive numbers of one large 
mammal and its companions (e.g., hogs), this had been done by pushing 
almost all other large mammals to the margins.Ž
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The category of estrangement made possible by non- Western compari-
son, to turn to our third sort, will be of greater interest to the general reader 
than how comparison has caused us to rethink received categories like 
•religionŽ or to discover stable patterns of structural constraint. But it is 
also less straightforward to characterize in terms of knowledge. We can 
describe it as emerging from the mutual illumination of objects of analysis 
that can now be seen to be equally di�erent: neither de
cient nor deviant 
in the light of some standard regarded as perfect, and often radically dif-
ferent from one another. Comparison unencumbered by misapprehensions 
about the essential nature of things„ what a poem or a painting or a power 
formation like empire really, invariantly, is„ allows us to better capture 
the speci
city of a given case, which can be seen only against the backdrop 
of a comparative partner.

Consider once again the problem of religion (chapter	�), and in partic-
ular the history of Buddhism. Buddhism in China had long been marked 
by a judgment of foreignness. Adherents of the pre- Buddhist religion 
known as Daoism sought not only to demonstrate their chronological pri-
ority to Buddhism but even to prove that Daoism was its source (most dra-
matically by promulgating legends of Laozi•s travels to India and even his 
fathering the Buddha). By the mid- ninth century Buddhists came under 
direct attack and were suppressed by the Tang state in what is often referred 
to as the •Great Anti- Buddhist Persecution,Ž entailing the destruction of 
temples and monasteries, the con
scation of property, and the exiling of 
monks.

Indian polities, by contrast, evince over centuries almost complete indif-
ference to the regulation of religious communities (though not to patron-
izing them, sometimes unequally). Although Buddhism was the object of 
vigorous philosophical critique for a millennium or more beginning almost 
from the time of its founder (though never on the grounds of temporal pri-
ority), it continued to receive royal patronage in many regions, especially 
in the northeast (today•s West Bengal and Bangladesh), well into the thir-
teenth century, before it faded under the joint pressures of external attacks 
by Central Asian power seekers and internal splits and assimilation to local 
religious forms.

Analogous to the nature and degree of religious management on the part 
of the polity is the highly di�erentiated status of historical memory, which 
emerges clearly in chapter	
 by Cynthia Brokaw and Allison Busch. How-
ever complicated it is to make sense of historical discourse in India„ poetry, 
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not prose, was the vehicle of history, and the exemplary, not the factual, 
was its substance„ every polity was concerned to de
ne its place in his-
torical memory in one way or another; the inscriptional record provides 
abundant evidence of this. Yet never did this concern remotely attain the 
political centrality visible in premodern China, where every imperial court 
from the seventh century onward had a History O�ce„ and where things 
could get very serious very quickly.

When, for example, it came to the attention of the Kangxi emperor 
(r. ����… ����), the second leader of the new Manchu dynasty, that a Chinese 
scholar had completed a history sympathetic to the antecedent Ming 
dynasty, •he had the text destroyed; its editor•s corpse exhumed and burned; 
the family members of all the scholars who had participated in the work 
either executed or enslaved; the printers and purchasers of the work exe-
cuted, together with any o�cials who had known of its publication and 
not reported it to the throne. A total of seventy people were put to death, 
and many others exiled.Ž India saw nothing remotely similar; the closest 
case known to us is the reluctance on the part the chief of Akbar•s transla-
tion bureau (c. ����) to publish his History of Akbar in the emperor•s life-
time, lest criticism of the ruler•s religious reforms provoke his displeasure.

The capacity of comparison to produce deeply instructive di�erentia-
tion is illustrated in chapter	� on literature by Stephen Owen and Sheldon 
Pollock. Chinese lyric poems, like those of Du Fu (���… ���), are usually 
located securely in time and place. Indian lyrics, like those of Amaru (sixth 
century? or seventh? or eighth?) seem as if they could have been written at 
almost any time or place in the vast world of Sanskrit. In both cases, these 
e�ects were intentionally sought, in conformity with radically di�erent 
aesthetic standards. In China, poetry could not be understood without a 
detailed historical apparatus identifying the poet and when and where he 
wrote. In India, poetry could not be understood with a historical appara-
tus, since the poem was meant precisely to capture what exists beyond 
historical particularity. In China, Du Fu•s poems were read in the same 
script, that of Chinese characters, everywhere the culture extended, but 
everywhere the language was spoken di�erently. In India, Sanskrit, the 
language of Amaru•s poems, was spoken everywhere more or less simi-
larly, but it was read everywhere in as many as twenty di�erent scripts. In 
China, the unity of the written language, despite its several demotic versions, 
produced a uni
ed literary culture. In India, that unity, to the degree it 
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exists, emerged out of a shared pool of narratives, motifs, allusions, and 
expressive techniques.

Few of these features of literary culture could manifest themselves, cer-
tainly not so dramatically, unless the Chinese and Indian cases were brought 
into comparison. And they could not have emerged as pure, mutually 
estranging di�erences, rather than de
ciencies, unless compared directly 
with each other, intentionally distanced from the normative standard of 
Europe. Many of the same arguments can be made in the realm of art.

In the course of the second millennium in both China and India, land-
scape painting took a central place in visual culture. Molly Aitken and 
Eugene Wang in chapter	� show that there was no single or essential •AsianŽ 
tradition of art, as the early twentieth- century pan- Asianist discourse on 
•hazeŽ in painting tried to suggest. In China, landscape painting became 
a •self- su�cientŽ genre, but in a way that never occurred in India. The 
human element, for example, was largely irrelevant, whereas an un peopled 
landscape was of no interest to the Indian artist. In China, landscape paint-
ing increasingly became the pursuit of literary elites who inhabited a wide 
range of social locations; in India, painting was always an artisanal practice, 
conducted at court, in which the artisan seems usually to have been indif-
ferent to or sometimes even ignorant of the text (when there was a text) 
that he was illustrating.

Calligraphy was central to Chinese painting and entirely inconsequen-
tial in non- Islamicate India, the text often being just scrawled at the top of 
the picture. The Chinese landscape was an object of intellectual engage-
ment and empiricist scrutiny, and yet haze was a core aesthetic value. The 
Indian landscape was an object of emotion and imagination, and yet clar-
ity was a core aesthetic value. The relentless secularity of the one contrasts 
with the relentless spiritualization of the other, a polarity further reinforced 
by the stunning contrast between the cerebral, plain ink and spare surface 
in China and the sensual, richly colored and opulent surface in India.

Equally distinctive, if more foundational, is the character of the state in 
the early modern period, as chapter	� by Pamela Crossley and Richard 
Eaton demonstrates. Both regions experienced what to today•s historical 
eye appear to be strikingly comparable moments of political rupture, when 
power was seized by outsiders: in China, the beginning of the Qing con-
quest with the capture of Beijing by the Manchu Prince Dorgon in ����; 
in India, the victory of the Central Asian Turk Babur over Ibrahim Lodi 
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in the 
rst Battle of Panipat near Delhi in �
�� and the subsequent founding 
of the Mughal sultanate. But both the responses to these developments and 
the subsequent character of the regimes di�ered dramatically. Chinese 
intellectuals regarded the conquest by what they viewed as a barbarian 
people who could never in their view legitimately rule China as a pro-
found humiliation that demanded analysis and explanation of what had 
gone wrong. (Scholars concluded that political autonomy had been lost 
because the true meaning of the classics had been lost.) In India, there is 
much evidence that local actors regarded Mughal overlordship as largely 
continuous with preceding forms of polity, and far less evidence that they 
saw it as a fundamental and unbridgeable break (which is not to say there 
was no resistance).

The sorts of governance that evolved in the two cases were equally 
divergent. Both had to 
nd accommodation with local cultures not fully 
their own, and to synthesize multiple modalities of rule. But the styles of 
synthesis di�ered greatly. In the Qing we 
nd comingling, with the parts 
preserved in combination; in the Mughal world we 
nd mixture, with the 
parts disappearing in combination. To speak as some scholars do of an 
organic •compositeŽ culture of Mughals may be something of an overstate-
ment, but it still stands in contrast to the studied conglomeration of the 
Qing, who •ostensibly uttered simultaneous messages in three [o�cial] lan-
guages, governed on the basis of three codes of legitimacy, and occupied 
the moral center of three civilizations simultaneously.Ž

With regard to the social world broadly viewed, there is a notable dis-
tinction in the area of social advancement. Although in China elite families 
could perpetuate their standing over generations by the careful man-
agement of wealth, o�cial status was not legally hereditary, and •rags to 
riches and backŽ in 
ve generations was proverbial (as noted in chapter	�); in 
India, the place of the social group in the status hierarchy may have been 
movable a notch or two up or down the scale, but that place was always 
inherited. And the same contrast can be seen in the systems of recruitment 
and advancement in the two empires.

In the Chinese civil examination system during the Song and Ming, as 
Benjamin Elman and Christopher Minkowski remark in chapter	�, exam-
inations were for the 
rst time held in the provinces, prefectures, and coun-
ties and hence open to local people, not just court and capital elites. •The 
examination system produced millions of literates who, after repeated 
failures [only 
	 percent succeeded], became doctors, Buddhist priests, 
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pettifoggers, teachers, notaries, merchants, and lineage managers, not to men-
tion astronomers, mathematicians, printers, and publishers.Ž By contrast, 
in the Indian mansabdari system (a graded hierarchy of o�cers appointed 
directly by the emperor), mansabs, or ranks, were only available to the 
nobility and gentry, and further strengthened it; elite status was therefore 
constantly being reproduced. Something consequential and long- term 
seems to have been manifesting itself in the two instances: a constant stim-
ulation, however unintended it may have been, of meritocratic advance-
ment in China; an uninterrupted reproduction of hereditary privilege in 
India.

With respect to territorial ambitions, very old limits of political geog-
raphy seem to have constrained the Mughals, whereas the horizons of Qing 
expansionism at times appear limitless. In the most remarkable contrast of 
all we can juxtapose the fragmentation of power in the Indian case to the 
centralization„ or at least the aspiration to centralization„ in the case of 
China. Of a piece with this is the ideological control exercised by the Qing 
and the ideological laxity of the Mughals. In the Mughal world there is 
nothing comparable to the Chinese state•s reclaiming of power, over the 
course of the eighteenth century, through what Crossley describes as •a tor-
rent of literary inquisitions, prosecutions for corruption and factionalism, 
and a rewriting of seventeenth- century history aimed at discrediting some 
of the leading lineages of the civil government.Ž But the most eloquent 
evidence of this contrast is also in some ways the simplest: the treatment of 
the calendar.

There are deep commonalities in the structures of production of sys-
tematic knowledge in China and India, such as the dominance of high lan-
guages with their transregional communicative capacity, the embeddedness 
of scienti
c specializations in kinship networks, the systematized nature 
of the world of learning, created in the Chinese case by the examination 
system and in India by an ancient system of Vedic learning, and, later, of 
Perso- Arabic classical culture. But how profound the contrast is between	the 
role of the state in China in the social organization of knowledge and the 
•delegative and pluralistic formsŽ in India becomes clear in chapter	� by 
Elman and Minkowski. In China, •the state declared a monopolyŽ on the 
subjects of astronomy and the calendar system, since calendrical unifor-
mity across the empire was a core feature of the dynasty•s political legiti-
macy and statecraft. For the Indians, divergent dating systems were always 
available. Even today, we 
nd a wide range of traditional calendars still 
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current, •and calendar makers working in di�erent traditions can decide 
that a major festival like Diwali should be celebrated on di�erent days, or 
even in di�erent months.Ž Not only did China and India live in di�erent 
temporalities, but India itself did.
 
We have so far explained why China and India have been chosen for this 
experiment in comparative history; what those terms refer to; what parts 
of their history are of interest to us here, and why; and the challenges espe-
cially when comparing two non- Western worlds directly, and the kinds of 
knowledge this can produce. What we have yet to explain is why we have 
chosen the themes we did, how these themes interrelate, and what has been 
left out.

The big comparison engaged in here has no built- in boundaries. Aca-
demic knowledge today begins in disciplinary sites, and that is where we 
began: with economy and ecology; government; gender, language, and 
literature; history, religion, science, and art. We could easily have added 
more such disciplinary topics: law, philosophy, music, and so on. To some 
degree our choices were entirely opportunistic: familiarity with people 
open to or actually working on China- India comparison, or already linked, 
by some elective a�nity, with a colleague in the neighboring region. We 
do not doubt that the subjects chosen are core aspects of polity, society, 
and culture; at the same time we acknowledge that being necessary is not 
the same thing as being su�cient„ even while recognizing that in the end 
no possible grouping of topics can be su�cient. We were also hostage, if 
happily so, to the topics that contributors were actually interested in explor-
ing, rather than what they felt, from some preconceived Humean notion 
of the •national charactersŽ of China and India, should be explored. So in 
the Chinese case there is more on literati learning and less on neo- 
Confucianism than might be expected, for example; in the Indian, less on 
caste, although aspects of both are touched on in the various chapters.

Two other features of the nature of discipline- based knowledge pre-
sented in this book merit brief comment. First, while the volume is self- 
evidently multidisciplinary, it was never our intention to conduct an 
experiment in interdisciplinarity. Individuals within their area may have 
come to the project already •inter,Ž but that was entirely incidental. Second, 
and more unfortunately, but also perhaps inevitably, topics that fall into no 
particular disciplinary catchment area have been treated less directly than a 
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far more open- ended (and better 
nanced) research project might have 
achieved.

Consider just the nature of archives, a topic fundamental to almost all 
the subjects treated here. Our contributors were constantly acknowledg-
ing the copiousness of the Chinese documentary sources and the relative 
poverty of the Indian. What accounts for such a striking disparity? One 
might argue that, as was the case in Absolutist Europe during the seven-
teenth century, where stunning amounts of data on the citizenry were col-
lected and stored by anxious regimes (even despite periodic de
ciencies in 
the availability of paper in revolutionary Paris, for example), the central-
ized Chinese state had an apparently insatiable appetite for information 
about its subjects. Nothing of the sort was felt in India until perhaps the 
eve of colonial rule (the quasi- absolutist Peshwa dynasty in late- eighteenth- 
century Maharashtra assembled an unusually large and detailed archive of 
social and political information). Just consider the fact that, from among 
the thousands of scholar families in seventeenth- century Varanasi, the 
capital of Hindu intellectual life, not a single personal document„ diary, 
letter, or the like„ survives, while tens of thousands of literary, philo-
sophical, and religious manuscripts do (which rules out the environmental 
explanation).

Think also of the history of conceptual change, such questions as why 
the impact of the Jesuits was so great in China and so minor in India. Here 
is a problem even more complex than that of the archive, one whose rami-

cations to other aspects of the two societies are potentially large. Are such 
issues in any way related to other questions of technology? Why, for exam-
ple, did China take to printing so eagerly and so early, and India actively 
reject it; why was paper so important in China whereas in India, indige-
nous materials for writing, birch bark and palm leaf, maintained their cur-
rency long after paper was introduced? Why„ and here we overstate the 
case, but only a little„ did it turn out that China today makes hardware 
and India software?

If we have not been able to directly address such themes in this book, 
we hope at least to have o�ered some pointers toward how they may be 
further developed. On the serious comparison of these two complex worlds, 
the implications of their di�erences, and the extent of the continuation of 
those di�erences into the present, ours is merely the 
rst word, and most 
certainly not the last.
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All beings accumulate and expend energy, some rapidly, others 
slowly. Long- lived human societies develop durable and complex 
ways to do this. Markets and the associated institution of money 

represent one way of controlling energy �ows and turning them to the ends 
of the powerful. The modern epoch has been marked by its increasing reach 
back in time via the energy resources embodied in fossil fuels; it may be 
dated, economically and ecologically speaking, from the successful union 
of fossil fuel and Watt•s steam engine at the end of the eighteenth century. 
Petroleum was added a century later; natural gas in the twentieth century. 
Thus stores of solar energy fossilized as much as ��� million years ago were 
mobilized for modern consumption in an era that began roughly ���	years 
ago. This is what fueled the European demographic and economic explo-
sion that has overrun much of the world in recent centuries. The chrono-
logical reach of contemporary lifestyles is enormous, and we have re- created 
atmospheric conditions (CO2 levels) that last existed three million years ago.

India and China have lately become major participants in this alarming 
race to plunder the energy resources embodied in fossil fuels. However, 
the predominance of agriculture despite major handicraft exports (like silk 
in China and cotton textiles in India) was even more marked four centu-
ries ago than today.

Beginning in the seventeenth century, China became a major exporter 
of glazed chinaware and expanded its exports of tea (an industrially 
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processed leaf  ) beyond the Eastern and Central Asian markets it had 
served for centuries. India supplied cotton fabrics to much of the world 
and enlarged its export of an old dyestu� to which the country lent its 
name: indigo. The principal Chinese exports were a little more energy- 
intensive than the Indian ones„ a di�erence that has become very marked 
in recent times. However, both regions were energy- sparing economies 
by today•s standards. The Indian subcontinent•s energy consumption was 
largely from the current year•s production, with a small fraction of old- 
growth timber. China•s was not much di�erent. Their complex societies 
and empires relied largely on solar energy via photosynthesis (and plant 
materials and animal waste) as a renewable and sustainable source of fuel.

This frugal agro- ecological system lay at the heart of the light impact 
of China•s and India•s massive populations. A bewildering range of local 
environments in both China and India were often connected to each other 
by trade, migration, resource extraction by elites, and the movement of 
sediment by rivers. By the beginning of the nineteenth century, both 
regions had developed numerous and elaborate structures„ physical and 
organizational, local and supralocal, private and public„ that allowed more 
humans to mobilize more energy to sustain more activities, and to multi-
ply the plants and animals they favored (such as rice, wheat, cotton, oxen, 
horses, pigs) while others (elephants, tigers, various sorts of vegetation) were 
forced to retreat.

Water and Food

Agriculture is essentially the diversion of plant materials into forms favored 
by humans. Most of the plants at the foundation of Old World agriculture 
are annuals that are killed or damaged if soil moisture is outside a tolerable 
range during key periods. Yet the Asian monsoon pattern concentrates 
rainfall in a few months of the year, with a dry season intervening. In the 
warmer lands of Southern and Eastern Asia, water availability is the major 
constraint on plant biomass (food and nonfood) production. It certainly has 
been the most important constraint on Indian agriculture from the earliest 
times. Great famines were almost always consequences of monsoon fail-
ures. The population that the land could support varied with its total rain-
fall; as late as ���
, one could explain almost half the variation in population 
density between Indian states by the variation in summer rainfall between 
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them. When the Mughal emperor Babur (r. �
��… ��) came to north India 
from the arid lands of Inner Asia, he was struck by the ability of farmers to 
manage rain- fed crops: •the agriculture and orchards have absolutely no 
need for water. Fall crops are watered by the monsoon rains, and strangely 
the spring crops come even if there is no rain.Ž In parts of Punjab and 
northern India, he however noted the use of the •Persian wheelŽ lifting a 
chain of buckets as well as the simpler, large leather container being used 
to draw water from wells for irrigation.

The combination of a dryer climate and a larger animal population 
resulted in a somewhat smaller human population working a larger area of 
land in India than China; this pattern persists today, with approximately 
�.� billion people in each region being fed from circa �
� million acres of 
arable land in the four countries of subcontinental India and ��� mil-
lion acres in the People•s Republic. If we were to move back to ����, we 
would have far fewer people„ about ��� million and roughly ��� million 
respectively„ but also smaller areas under crops, especially in India.

For much of the Indian subcontinent, this relatively dry climate and a 
heavy dependence on rain- fed agriculture meant that farmers relied on the 
extensive tillage of comparatively low- yielding plants whose seeds had to 
be put in the ground during the narrow windows a�orded by the capri-
cious monsoon. Rapid and extensive tillage then required animal power, 
which explains the large stock of oxen that was a ubiquitous feature of 
Indian farming for centuries and remain an important resource today. Oxen 
were vital even where moisture was provided by wells or other water 
sources, as a pair of oxen would generate the power of perhaps twenty men 
while digesting foods unusable by humans. Finally, even in the small- 
holding rice paddies usually located in heavy rainfall or gravity- �ow irri-
gated lands, the work of plowing and puddling needed to make the land 

t for transplanting was usually done by oxen or bu�aloes.

While working within these broad constraints, farmers were extra-
ordinarily perceptive and industrious in using every little feature of soil and 
terrain to raise plants and animals. A sixteenth-century traveler, starting 
from the Sulaiman Mountains in the eastern Afghan borderlands, would 
have found ancient water- harvesting schemes that captured the runo� from 
often distant snow banks to irrigate patches of land in suitable sites. In the 
mountains of Baluchistan (Pakistan), little trickles of runo� from rocky 
expanses of arid desert could nonetheless feed a few acres of millet or barley, 
even where average annual rainfall was a bare four or 
ve inches and summer 
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temperatures reached ��� ºF. But the main users of these lands were pas-
toral nomads who grazed camels, goats, and a few sheep. Arid lands also 
formed much of the center and south of the great valley created by the Indus 
and its tributaries. Changing river courses often left seasonal channels, and 
by early modern times a network of diversion canals was built in the Indus 
basin that harnessed the seasonal �uctuation of river levels and the many 
abandoned distributaries of that river system. This created seasonally inun-
dated 
elds. The Mughal emperors (who �ourished �

�… ����) added sev-
eral longer canals in north India. In ����, around three million acres of 
land was regularly sown in the lower Indus; 
ve- sixths of that area was 
irrigated in some way. Over immense areas this meant that even villages 
did not exist: instead small communities clustered around a well or other 
water source. Seasonal inundation (where 
elds were �ooded, then drained) 
left subsoil water to be drawn up by various- animal powered devices, 
including a large leather bucket drawn out by ox power and the Persian 
wheel. Intermediate uncultivated lands were used by herdsmen with ani-
mals ranging from goats to camels. In the winter months the local herds 
were supplemented by nomad caravans that came down from Inner Asia, 
carrying goods back and forth. All herdsmen bought and sold (as well as 
stole) animals along the way and historically helped replace stock depleted 
by widespread animal diseases or the fodder shortages of famine years. 
Thomas Coats, a close observer of rural life, wrote in ���� that because 
the very existence of the farmer depended on his cattle he nursed them 
with extreme care, but if the monsoon came late, cattle became emaciated 
and disease broke out, •which reduces the cultivators to beggary.Ž Spe-
cialized traders also brought a key military resource: the horse, not as a 
work animal but as an instrument of war and symbol of power.

The arid to semiarid region of the Indian subcontinent stretches from 
the eastern borders of Afghanistan almost down to the tip of the southern 
peninsula. Away from the alluvial plains and the sand deserts of the mid-
dle and lower Indus basin, more undulating terrain and impermeable rock 
foundations allowed the building of embankments to form reservoirs. This 
usually supported pockets of rice paddy but also the cultivation of other 
crops such as sugarcane, specialized tree crops, and vegetables. But rain- 
fed millets, oil seeds, and cotton covered most agricultural land. A new 
spurt in water harvesting began in southern India during the 
fteenth cen-
tury. Great cities like Vijayanagara, built in semidesert areas, needed care-
ful water management. Narrow valleys were closed to capture runo� and 
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rice was grown below the dam. The narrow valleys of western India o�ered 
other opportunities. Here small dams diverted hill torrents into channels 
that followed the upper slopes and released water onto more level ground. 
Much- prized grapes and sugarcane were grown this way. But archeolo-
gists are discovering that the builders frequently miscalculated. Dams 
failed and reservoirs silted up occasionally, just as in the vast water- control 
projects of the Ming and Qing periods. Derelict water works bred malar-
ial mosquitoes„ a deadly barrier to reclamation.

Water drawn from relatively stable river �ows in the extreme south 
allowed huge tracts of rice paddies that„ especially in the Kaveri delta„ 
approached East Asian levels of intensive land use. However, the eastern 
third of the subcontinent gets much more rain than its western side and 
maintained a stable and productive rain- fed agriculture. In the ����s, a 
Dutch merchant described how much of the food consumed in the great 
imperial cities of Agra and Delhi was transported from the east, up the 
rivers Ganga and Yamuna.

This was before much of the great delta lying east of the Bhagirathi 
(or Hugli) River was reclaimed by rice farmers. That area came under 
intensive agriculture many centuries after the Yangzi and even the Pearl 
river systems. Parts of its southeastern extension were still being reclaimed 
from salt �at and swamp around World War I when this frontier region 
enjoyed the highest farm wages in India, with tens of thousands traveling 
from north India to what is now Bangladesh during the busy season. Its 
population rose from less than �� million in ���� to 
� million by ����. 
The opening of this and the neighboring Irrawaddy delta rice- paddy fron-
tier contributed to a massive spurt in India•s population during a period 
when violent unrest, invasions, famine, and catastrophic deforestation, 
drought, and �ooding (c. ��
�… ��
�) checked China•s growth.

Pre- ���� China did more than India to divert energy through large- 
scale structures for water control. Large dikes contained �ooding on major 
rivers, despite enormous seasonal di�erences in water �ow and very high 
rates of upstream erosion. High levels of siltation were a long- standing 
problem on northern rivers, which cut through easily eroded and long- 
deforested plateaus of light, easily eroded loess soil; on many southern 
waterways, greatly increasing erosion resulted from the widespread clear-
ance of hillside forests after about �

�. The clearing of highland forests in 
this period was greatly accelerated by the worldwide food revolution 
created by the European conquest of the Americas and the subsequent 
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spread of American potatoes, corn, and other crops that would grow at high 
altitudes. Large irrigation projects manipulated surface water, a�ecting per-
haps ��	 percent of cultivated land in the late eighteenth century, with 
much higher percentages in the southern and eastern provinces.

The government played a major role in a few of the largest water con-
trol projects, and many small projects were built by families; however, the 
vast majority of irrigation systems were the work of cooperative organiza-
tions spanning one or more villages. Local magistrates might play some 
role in these irrigation systems, but it rarely went beyond loose oversight. 
These groups tended to be relatively informal, though many were institu-
tionalized around temples, villages, or corporate lineages; leadership was 
sometimes inherited, sometimes elected, and sometimes by election or co- 
optation. The state played a role in some very large- scale projects„ e.g., 
building a sea wall, and repairing the large outer dikes along the Yangzi 
after they had been badly damaged during the wars that replaced the Ming 
with the Qing empire in the seventeenth century„ but for the most part, 
southern and central China managed their own water control. One impor-
tant exception was the Grand Canal, originally constructed in the sixth 
century. The Grand Canal became, and remains, the world•s longest canal 
at roughly �,��� miles. In its fourteenth- to- nineteenth century con
gu-
ration, it linked the Lower Yangzi, economic core of the empire, with the 
capital in Beijing. The Grand Canal sustained Beijing, which was perched 
on a semiarid northern plain that did not yield enough surplus to feed 
such a large city. While southern taxes paid for the canal, it was mostly 
northerners who bene
ted, and the hydraulic system was managed by a 
central bureaucracy, assisted by provincial governors appointed from 
Beijing.

Both locally and centrally managed water control infrastructure contin-
ued to expand, but the rate slowed considerably as many regions approached 
the limits of what was practical with existing technology. By the mid- 
eighteenth century, the resources needed to maintain existing water 
projects vastly exceeded those going into new construction, as one would 
expect in a mature system. Despite growing maintenance expenditures, 
ecological pressures caused by population and economic growth increas-
ingly outstripped the government•s capacity to ful
ll its role in environ-
mental stabilization, and so threatened to overwhelm inherited structures 
for managing nature more generally. Southern communities su�ered from 
a weakening state, but as long as peace prevailed, they could usually 
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sustain the necessary environmental management. Other regions were 
much more vulnerable to weakening state e�orts.

In northern China„ de
ned loosely as provinces entirely north of the 
Yangzi River, south of Mongolia and the Manchurian plain, and east of 
Xinjiang„ most agriculture depended on rainfall, because there simply was 
very little surface water to exploit. Today this region has about ��	percent 
of China•s population and over ��	percent of its agricultural acreage, but only 
�	percent of its surface water, putting per capita supplies at about 
… �	per-
cent of the global average. Subsurface water is more abundant, but much 
of it lay too far below the surface for a�ordable use before twentieth- century 
power- driven pumping equipment was available. Small wells were com-
mon but often inadequate for irrigation.

Deeper and larger wells were most common where agriculture was rel-
atively commercialized (e.g., in tobacco and cotton areas near the Grand 
Canal in Shandong) or where signi
cant trade routes passed through an 
area, generating mercantile wealth that could be mobilized to support wells 
(as was also common in parts of Central and West Asia), increasing local 
food production. But much of north and northwest China 
t neither of 
these descriptions. During a series of eighteenth-  and nineteenth- century 
campaigns, the Qing government sought to 
ll these gaps by encouraging 
and subsidizing hundreds of thousands of deeper wells in places that did 
not have them. Rough estimates, based on very incomplete data, suggest 
that such e�orts may have raised grain yields enough to feed about three 
million people annually during the eighteenth century. But these campaigns 
were episodic, and reliable, adequate irrigation remained exceptional in 
northern China. The economist Dwight Perkins, relying on J. L. Buck•s 
����s data, estimated that only one northern province (Henan, at ��	percent), 
had more than �	percent of its farmland irrigated at the dynasty•s end; the 

gure was probably higher before China•s strife- 
lled nineteenth century, 
but not dramatically so. On the whole, then, this was a rainfall- fed agricul-
tural regime, in an area that (with some exceptions) averages ��… �� inches 
of rain per year.

North China lies outside the Asian monsoon zone (which reaches only 
as far as southeastern China), but like in those areas, its precipitation is heav-
ily concentrated in a short period of time. Sixty- four percent of Beijing•s 
annual rainfall comes in July and August; �
	percent in June through Sep-
tember. (By contrast, London, Paris, and Berlin get no more precipitation 
than Beijing, but it is very evenly spread through the year; no month 
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accounts for more than �� percent of Paris•s precipitation, ��	percent of 
London•s, or ��	percent of Berlin•s.) Consequently, north China•s water is 
often not available when needed or in excess when not needed, unless 
humans undertake to store and manipulate it. North and northwest China 
also have some of the world•s largest year- to- year �uctuations in rainfall 
and surface water availability: it is not unusual for the Yellow River•s �ow 
in a heavy year to exceed that in an ordinary year by 
ve or even ten times.

However, north China•s loess soil holds abundant nutrients and has an 
excellent structure for moving moisture between the surface and lower 
levels; the region gets adequate sunshine for agriculture. Thus, if water sup-
plies are adequate, it can produce high agricultural yields. Per- acre yields 
in the late eighteenth century were slightly below English levels (the high-
est in Europe) for a given season•s crop; they were signi
cantly higher over 
a cycle of several seasons, since intense manuring practices and soil char-
acteristics reduced the need for leaving 
elds fallow for a time to replenish 
the soil, and so allowed for more crops in a given number of years than 
could be grown in England. Historically, those high yields have been 
accompanied by dense rural populations, so that surpluses were generally 
small; at the same time, the region has usually been host to large numbers 
of soldiers (patrolling the boundaries between states based in China and 
those based in Inner Asia) and to China•s capital (always one of the world•s 
biggest cities). Under the circumstances, even modest output �uctuations 
could potentially create subsistence crises; thus, even though irrigation in 
this region was limited, it was quite important (as was �ood control). Under 
the Qing in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the state was 
particularly vigorous about managing north China water„ creating a large, 
specialized agency to manage the Yellow River waterway. This enabled 
the Qing to increase the importation of grain from the south„ employing 
a long- standing system where •tribute grainŽ was rendered to the state as 
part of an economic system that also included land and other taxes. This 
grain was mostly used to feed the population of Beijing, though a substan-
tial portion reached other people in north China too. The Qing increased 
these imports to unprecedented levels (enough to feed perhaps two million 
people per year), attempted to turn marshy areas south of Beijing into rice 
paddies, and initiated campaigns to encourage deep wells. But all these 
projects proved di�cult to sustain, especially as budgetary pressures caused 
by dramatic population growth and stagnant tax revenue intensi
ed in the 
late eighteenth century.
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A worldwide food revolution also transformed Asian agriculture. A 
global trade network provided many new plants. Indian and Chinese cui-
sine rapidly added the easily raised red chili plant to supplement costly black 
pepper. Tobacco became a necessity even to the very poor. The potato„ a 
New World tuber„ spread into select highland habitats to supplement grain 
in local diets. Maize provided both food and fodder in moister, hilly ter-
rain and ripened sooner than other crops. It was also well suited to hoe 
agriculture in upland soils. Though Indian farmers already had several 
grains that could occupy that niche, maize dramatically changed China•s 
farming and is doing so to this day. In recent years, India produced ��� 
million tons of milled rice while China produced ��
 million; but India 
only produced �� million tons of maize against China•s ��� million. This, 
as we shall see, dramatically changed the regional distribution of China•s 
population and allowed commercial agriculture, logging, and forest- based 
occupations such as paper-  and charcoal- making and hunting to reach deep 
into the rugged southwestern mountains bordering Tibet and Burma, as 
well as the Han River highlands in China•s west and northwest.

Forest, Savanna, and Domesticated Animals

We have so far focused on crop production because it produced most of 
what humans ate and wore. But it is necessary also to look at other important 
parts of the ecology of agriculture: particularly the use of animals, fertil-
izer, and what we can tell about changes in land use and quality. Cultivated 

elds drew much from the untilled lands that surrounded them, especially 
in India. The most important element was undoubtedly fodder for work 
and (in India) milk animals. This reduced their competition for the con-
centrated foods that supported the human population (though working 
animals needed supplements of potentially human food as well as by- 
products like bran and oil cake). A study of 
ve Indian villages in a dry 
deciduous monsoon climate found that �� to �
	percent of cattle feed came 
from woodlands around the villages, with the rest deriving from crop 
residues. Some of this forest biomass then returned to the hearth as dung 
cakes needed for cooking. But in this still forested area it was usually 
supplemented by 
rewood. Only in places where 
rewood became exces-
sively expensive did dung cakes become the major fuel. It is likely that 
both sources of heat energy were also used in the early modern era. A gradual 
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move to complete dependence on dung and 
nally to fossil fuels began 
later. Brushwood and reeds served many other purposes. Particular crafts 
drew on woodland resources, with particular types of reed, for example, 
being essential for weavers and the secretion of the lac insect forming the 
basis of bangle production and dyes. Even thorn bushes served for fuel and 
fencing against stray animals and wild beasts.

Beyond soil moisture, plants draw macronutrients, notably nitrogen and 
potassium compounds, from the soil. These minerals are depleted when 
crops are harvested for human use, and natural sources such as nitrogen- 

xing bacteria and lightning cannot replace them. Dense human populations 
could not a�ord to allow 
elds to replenish the soil nutrients by leaving 
them untilled for some seasons and had to devise strategies to sustain yields. 
The problem was reduced in rural India where purity taboos ensured (and 
often still ensure) that humans relieved themselves al fresco in the 
elds. So 
human populations usually returned a fair amount of nitrogen to the land 
directly. Much biomass was also consumed by the large domestic animal 
population. Bovines consumed materials unavailable to human digestion, 
substantially accelerating nutrient recycling. A good deal was directly 
returned to 
elds and pastures. Some was gathered for fertilizer. Residual 
energy in animal dung was also turned to account by the universal prac-
tice of making dung cakes for fuel. A classic study of cattle in Singur sub-
division, West Bengal, evaluated the animals in terms of gross energetic 
e�ciency, or the ratio of output to input in calorie terms. This was calcu-
lated to range from a minimum of �� to a maximum of ��	percent of life-
time calories ingested, most of which were from straw and crop residue 
indigestible by humans. By contrast, the live weight of even a range- fed steer 
in the United States at the time was �	percent of calories ingested, but 
only half of that biomass was processed into food.

Returning to the sixteenth century, oxen either carried packs or drew 
carts to move commodities and military supplies from place to place. Early 
European visitors often remarked that the role of horses in their own soci-
eties was taken by oxen in India. Fast- trotting bullocks drew fashionable 
carts. Oxen turned oil mills and drew water from wells. Huge trains of 
pack oxen accompanied armies and trading caravans. The French traveler 
Tavernier wrote, •it is an astonishing sight to behold caravans numbering 
��,��� or ��,��� oxen together, for the transport of rice, corn, and salt . . .  
carrying rice to where only corn grows, and corn to where only rice grows, 
and salt to the places where there is none.Ž
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A wide variety of breeds had developed to 
t di�erent ecological niches 
and functions. After some experiments, the early British- Indian army 
replaced gun horses with oxen and harnessed horses only for actual combat. 
Crop residues such as straw, husk, and oil cake were important sources of 
animal feed: working animals could not expect to survive on the limited 
herbage and grazing time available to them. This meant that relatively low- 
yielding, long- stemmed crops still provided valuable fodder, and even a 
crop that gave disappointing amounts of grain was valuable because the stalks 
sustained the plow cattle needed to plant again next year. (Modern high- 
yielding cultivated grain crops achieve much of their grain yield by short-
ening stems and directing energy to the seeds.)

China•s domestic animal situation was rather di�erent from India•s. From 
the Yangzi Valley southward, the dominant draft and transport animals 
were oxen and water bu�alo; farther north, they were donkeys, mules, and 
the occasional horse, plus camels on the edge of the steppe. The dominant 
meat animal was the pig, except on the steppe and in western areas with 
large Muslim populations. (In both those places sheep predominated, 
with smaller numbers of cattle.) While the work animals were largely fed 
with various grasses, Chinese hogs (unlike Indian cattle) got their nutrition 
from the farm itself. Forest and savanna were thus less important here as 
complements to arable land.

Beyond this, we know surprisingly little about domestic animals until 
farm surveys begin appearing in the twentieth century. Dwight Perkins 
has hypothesized that the number of hogs per person probably changed very 
little over the very long haul from the thirteenth century to the early twen-
tieth (when it was about �:�), but he admits that this is very speculative; 
one could also interpret the limited evidence as suggesting a gentle decline 
over time in hogs per person. Either way, this was a diet with little meat, 
even compared to many equally poor or poorer populations elsewhere; 
sh, 
poultry, eggs, and bean curd provided much more protein. Those sources 
were plentiful enough that average protein supplies were perfectly adequate; 
but individual consumption would have varied enormously, and signi
-
cant numbers of people were undoubtedly malnourished.

Hogs in particular were a vital fertilizer source, but relatively few ani-
mals were used for labor, as fodder crops competed with food and 
ber 
crops for land. (Hogs, by contrast, mostly ate cha�, garbage, and so on.) Work 
animals were scarce in the south, where farms were small, deep plowing 
was rarely needed, and numerous waterways made animals less essential 
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for transportation than in the north (and in most of India). In the particu-
larly crowded Lower Yangzi, some Qing- era documents discuss labor 
animals that were jointly owned by up to four families. Such practices may 
have existed before the records we have of them; on the other hand, the 
appearance of such documents may re�ect increased numbers of farmers 
who tilled too little land to justify owning an ox or bu�alo themselves. 
Increased sharing might thus have meant that the amount of animal labor 
used per acre remained steady while the number of animals per acre and, 
a fortiori, per person declined.

The direct consequences of this scenario for humans were not bad. With 
the number of people„ and perhaps hogs„ roughly tripling between �
�� 
and ����, while cultivated acreage only doubled, fertilizer input per acre 
would have grown signi
cantly. After �
��, bean cake„ a dried and com-
pressed •cakeŽ of beans„ supplemented hog manure as a signi
cant source 
of fertilizer, and the use of bean cake as fertilizer spread farther once sig-
ni
cant imports from Manchuria began circa ����. Even without the enor-
mous boost provided by that imported bean cake, any loss of fertilizer 
from having fewer labor animals should have been no problem. And while 
less animal labor meant more human labor„ as did increases in cropping 
intensity„ this was being spread across more humans. While farmers of 
course worked hard„ burning over �,��� calories per day at peak season, 
by one estimate„ agriculture was less of a year- round occupation in China 
than in other parts of the eighteenth- century world, and underemployment 
arguably a bigger problem than overwork. For women in particular„ 
especially in the Yangzi Valley„ the agricultural labor year almost certainly 
became shorter. What increased was the time devoted to handicrafts„ 
above all textiles, to which we will turn later.

Chinese farmers, as we have seen, were less dependent than Indian ones 
on complementary inputs from grasslands and forests, and had less forest 
to rely on. Yet the day- to- day situation in the late eighteenth century gen-
erally remained quite manageable.

Parts of the Chang- Huai- Huang- Hai plain„ which stretches along 
China•s coast from roughly �� degrees north (near Beijing) to �� degrees (a 
bit south of the Yangzi) and inland for anywhere from �
� to several hun-
dred miles„ have been intensively farmed for millennia, and much of it 
became deforested centuries ago. Empirewide, however, the situation was 
di�erent. Ling Daxie, who has used historical documents and modern sur-
veys and statistics to research forest dynamics in China, has estimated that 
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in ���� about ��	percent of the Qing empire was forest. But if we subtract 
sparsely populated Tibet, Xinjiang, Qinghai, and Outer Mongolia, the 

gure rises to ��	percent.

By far the largest forests were in the humid south and in mountainous 
areas. The Lower Yangzi and north and northwest China, by contrast, were 
probably no more than ��	percent forest. (Ling•s estimate is even lower.) 
In those areas, trees tended to be scattered thinly, with many behind the 
walls of courtyard houses or in small groves near a temple, burial place, or 
other signi
cant spot; most were close enough to people•s homes that it 
was worth the labor to collect even small bits of wood, leaves, and so on. 
Together with the use of crop residues, this seems to have created adequate 
fuel supplies for domestic needs.

To be sure, heat energy was comparatively expensive in most of eastern 
China, especially relative to human labor. One scholar has estimated that 
wood accounted for only �	percent of energy used by humans in China, 
versus roughly 
�	percent in Europe; another has provided data suggesting 
that charcoal was more than �� times as expensive, relative to food calo-
ries, in Guangzhou as in London, circa ����. Such numbers are necessar-
ily very imprecise, but they do give a sense of the degree to which high 
population density and sparse forests shaped the energy environment in 
some parts of the country. Clearly it was unlikely that the use of heat energy 
would expand under these circumstances; however, it does not appear that 
fuel was in critically short supply for traditional uses in ����, or probably 
even in ����. It was, as we will see, wild animals and future humans who 
were disadvantaged by the loss of tree cover.

The highland boom in agriculture that had been spurred by the intro-
duction of plants native to the Americas stimulated growth but had far- 
reaching consequences. Deforestation made room for new crops, intensi
ed 
cropping patterns, and population growth but also led to soil erosion and 
�ooding. In addition, another problem emerged when forests were cleared 
from the gentler hills of subtropical Guangdong, mostly in the late eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries: the rapid loss of soil fertility. In those 
areas, as in many parts of the tropics, the underlying soils were poor, and 
fertility depended on the rapid recycling of nutrients from leaves that fell 
to the forest �oor. When that cycle was interrupted„ often to grow sweet 
potatoes for food„ soils rapidly became impoverished, and tough savanna 
grasses, largely useless to humans, took over. Thus, losing some indirect 
bene
ts of forests„ whether the ability of tree roots to hold soil in place or 
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of fallen leaves to enrich poor soils„ posed more serious problems for the 
eighteenth- century Chinese than any loss of such directly consumable for-
est goods as fuel, fodder, or lumber. More generally, both China and India 
were adapting to population growth in ways that allowed them to main-
tain, or perhaps even slightly improve, basic levels of subsistence while 
remaining at low levels of per capita energy use; but both were also generat-
ing environmental stresses that had serious consequences for other species 
and would eventually have serious consequences for humans as well.

Political Ecology

Beyond land form and soil moisture, another structuring force shaped the 
human geography of both countries: the dynamic of political power. Much 
of the Indian subcontinent was dry enough (outside the monsoon season) 
for Inner Asian cavalry to range over it. Indeed, the autumn festival mark-
ing the 
rst major harvest (kharif   ) was from ancient times the beginning 
of the campaign season. When Babur, the latest in a series of Inner Asian 
empire builders, came to India in the �
��s he observed that north Indian 
villages and towns could be set up and deserted easily:

Large cities in which people have lived for years, if they are going to 
be abandoned, can be left in a day, even half a day, so that no sign or 
trace remains. If they have a mind to build a city, there is no neces-
sity for digging irrigation canals or building dams. . . .  There is no 
limit to the [number of ] people. A group gets together, makes a pond, 
or digs a well. There is no making of houses or raising of walls. They 
simply make huts from the plentiful straw and innumerable trees, and 
instantly a village or city is born.

Grazing and woodcutting around settlements would lead to the selec-
tion of thorny vegetation. Abandoned land quickly developed thickets of 
thorn bush that in turn served as refuges for escaping peasants. Babur also 
noted that the plains contained •forests of thorny trees in which the people 
of those districts hole up and obstinately refuse to pay tribute.Ž Their capac-
ity to resist was increased by the gradual di�usion of 
rearms. Simple 
matchlock muskets spread after ����. While untrained peasants could not 
withstand cavalry in the open 
eld, they could deter and harass troops 
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from thickets or behind mud walls. Cavalrymen usually owned their horses 
and were reluctant to risk losing them to random gunshot. The worldwide 
adoption of gunpowder weapons led to a boom in Indian nitrate produc-
tion and export. Potassium and sodium nitrate was extracted by a specialized 
caste from village sites well saturated with human and animal urine. Bengal 
•saltpetreŽ was the cheapest in the world, and the East India Company ran 
a thriving trade in this compound.

The presence of refuges and ease of migration and resettlement served 
to soften the impact of periodic heavy blows dealt by man and nature, 
summed up in the pithy phrase •asmani wa sultaniŽ (literally •from the kings 
and from the heavensŽ). This had two e�ects. One was on what might be 
called the political ecology of India. A present- day historian of early mod-
ern Asia, Jos Gommans, has persuasively argued that pastoralism, trade, and 
horse- based warfare were intimately present in the everyday life of dry- 
zone India from about ����. Peripatetic rulers used a repertoire of pack 
oxen convoys, dromedaries, and sheep to sustain horse- centered militia-
men. The pronounced seasonality of the monsoon also meant that the eco-
logical dry zone advanced and receded with the seasons. It might be used 
peaceably for itinerant caravans or shepherds, but also to forcibly impose 
rule and extract tribute from village harvests by marauding horsemen. The 
horse could not compete with the ox for draft purposes, but even rustic 
rebels could 
nd a few on occasion.

By contrast, warfare visited Chinese farmers far less often, though some 
regions did su�er from endemic banditry; the Manchus would prove to be 
the last northern invaders to reach the Chinese heartland, even for raids, 
until the twentieth- century Japanese. When large- scale violence did hit 
Chinese villages, it came in the form of occasional rebellions; these were 
overwhelmingly dependent on foot soldiers, though the largest ones obtained 
ships and artillery. Cavalry was a signi
cant factor only on the steppe fron-
tiers, and even there forces from China proper had a chronic disadvantage 
in mounts until the conquest of Xinjiang in the ��
�s. By contrast, the 
Inner Asian advantage in •heavyŽ horses was o�set by Indian horsemen in 
the sixteenth century. They bred smaller but hardier horses and deployed 
swarms of light cavalry to delay, harass, and wear down more powerful 
forces such as those of the Mughals. So the horse had a more widespread 
presence in India than in most of China.

Political authorities were not merely predators. They could also serve 
to promote productivity beyond the simple provision of security from other 
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marauders. Ever- vital water resources depended on coordinated labor 
beyond the capacity of household groups or even villages. That coordina-
tion was often provided by superior lords who maintained legitimate armed 
followings, lived in fortresses, and both shared in and de
ed central author-
ity. In the Indus basin they regularly conscripted labor to clear canals or 
rebuild embankments to impound or exclude water. In other regions com-
plex systems by which waterways fed and drained a succession of village 
reservoirs were coordinated by large landowners or by assemblies of dom-
inant gentry. Sometimes, especially in southern India, great temples were 
dominant landowners and worked through village corporations to man-
age land and water as e�ciently as possible. Similar irrigation systems (ahar- 
pain) existed on the dryer hill fringes of eastern India and were supervised 
by large landowners. The massive seasonal rise of the lower Indus River 
usually spilled into secondary channels. Big landowners there annually con-
scripted their tenants to clear channels and manage an inundation irriga-
tion system. Winter crops were raised on the residual moisture. Even smaller 
irrigation systems often depended on the delegation of coercive power. 
Much of the undulating plateau of southern India is underlain by hard rock, 
and harvesting seasonal run- o� is the major water resource. Villages often 
formed around small reservoirs. Local potentates oversaw necessary main-
tenance projects and overhauled existing works. Finally, of course there 
were large projects undertaken by imperial powers. As previously men-
tioned, the great south Indian empire of Vijayanagara (c. ��
�… ����) built 
great cities on the dry central plateau that needed complex irrigation sys-
tems to sustain them. But archaeologists have pointed out that these were 
not invariably successful and a number were left incomplete or abandoned 
after breaches or other setbacks. In the north, the Mughal emperors initi-
ated new projects, including several canals that drew water into the arid 
lands between the Indus and Ganges river systems. The British adminis-
tration enlarged and extended all of the above and constructed an elabo-
rate network of reservoirs, barrages, and canals across South Asia.

But the superstructures of imperial states made considerable demands 
on the ecosystem even as they directly or indirectly increased agrarian pro-
ductivity. Monumental architecture in India often involved massive stone 
buildings that needed huge amounts of skilled labor supplemented by 
unskilled labor from conscripted peasants. Earlier Indian stone buildings 
had used little mortar, 
tting carved stones together through patient labor. 
Rubble masonry cores, slaked lime cement, and plaster came into extensive 
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use from the thirteenth century. So did enormous quantities of brick. All 
these drew on wood fuel from regional forests. Many buildings addition-
ally needed large timbers for key elements. The maritime tra�c in the 
Indian Ocean after �
�� also increased the demand for good naval timber 
such as teak. Teak forests in suitable locations began to be preserved as state 
monopolies by the ����s.

Governments in both countries had considerable long- run e�ects on the 
state of the environment. Apart from occasional demands for large timber, 
there was the recurring need for 
rewood, and also for fodder to feed the 
numerous elephants, bullocks, and horses that transported great households, 
not to mention the cavalry chargers that maintained that greatness. These 
might sometimes be supported by seizing the peasants• stores.

Marathi archival documents studied by Sumit Guha bring out how 
inequalities of power a�ected the control of ecological resources: the small 
needs of local villagers and townspeople could be met through free public 
lands, but these areas were enclosed for private use when the gentry appeared 
on the scene. Such closures might be temporary or might become perma-
nent; in that case, the lands would become the private or government 
•meadowsŽ often found in the records. Many of these formed the core of 
colonial forest reserves in the nineteenth century.

In China too, of course, both the state and other power holders some-
times appropriated resources from rural communities, and at other times 
placed resources o�- limits to preferred economic uses. Yet in general, such 
actions seem to have been less ecologically signi
cant than in India. Con-
siderable amounts of wood were taken for palace building in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the Qing overthrow of the Ming dynasty in the seventeenth 
century, but this demand did not persist. Likewise, the new government 
initially expropriated quite a bit of land near Beijing for the support of its 
horses. However, on an empirewide scale this was a pinprick, and much of 
this land drifted back into agricultural use over the succeeding decades as 
Manchu soldiers increasingly sought additional income to supplement 
declining stipends. Hunting was popular among the Manchu and Mongol 
elite, and some hunting grounds (again, mostly near Beijing) were there-
fore kept o�- limits to other uses; but the larger Qing elite (mostly com-
posed of Han Chinese) was thoroughly civilianized, largely indi�erent to 
both hunting and horsemanship, and so„ both for better and for worse„ 
unlikely to care much about preserving large blocks of either forest or pas-
ture. Temples, monasteries, and schools were more important landowners 
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and occasionally signi
cant as stewards of forests, but not on the scale that 
they were in Europe. The graveyards of powerful lineages were probably 
more signi
cant, especially in parts of south China. But these lands were 
often on hillsides that had not been attractive to farmers anyway until 
American plants arrived. However, once these plants were available and 
an enlarged population was looking for places to use them, it was not 
unusual for even supposedly inviolate grave lands to be either occupied by 
squatters or leased out by cash- hungry kinsmen.

 Probably the most important way resources were kept o�- limits was 
not through such local exclusions but instead by the state restricting migra-
tion to frontiers where it feared instability. The Ming had tried, unsuc-
cessfully, to freeze mobility entirely; the Qing tolerated and sometimes 
encouraged migrants, but forbade them from entering certain areas. 
Millions of people moved to these places anyway, and some of the places 
about which the state was concerned were semiarid regions that probably 
would have attracted few people anyway. But in the cases of Manchuria, 
Taiwan, and perhaps Inner Mongolia, Qing prohibitions almost certainly 
slowed the pace of settlement. Probably just over a million north Chinese 
settled in Manchuria around ����… ��
�, but eight million more settled 
there in the 
�	years after the state began encouraging such settlement in 
���
. While they lasted, these restrictions exacerbated population pres-
sure in areas that would otherwise have sent more migrants, but it is hard 
to know how much.

The Chinese state did, of course, tax people, but in general these bur-
dens were relatively light in both absolute and comparative terms. Land 
tax quotas, which accounted for two thirds of Qing revenue, were frozen 
in ����; though some other taxes did increase a bit, state income grew only 
slowly (declining in per capita terms) until major new commercial taxes 
were created after ��
�. Eighteenth- century government revenues have 
been estimated at about �	percent of total agricultural output (perhaps 
�	percent of GDP). A few places„ notably the Yangzi delta„ were taxed 
more heavily (�
	percent of agricultural yields at the most) and tax collectors 
often collected more than ever made it to state co�ers. In- kind requisitions 
(e.g., straw and stone for dike repair, fodder for post- station horses) could 
sometimes be heavy, but these were occasional, not chronic problems. In 
general, tax burdens were not a big drain on rural communities, in part 
because military expenditures were comparatively low. The army was sig-
ni
cantly smaller in ���� than it had been in ����, while the population 
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had more than tripled, and various expedients were used to make support-
ing it less expensive. In short, the Qing rulers kept warfare far from most 
peasants, and did so at a very tolerable cost. Especially after about ��
�, the 
state•s increasing inability to maintain ecologically important services„ 
such as north China �ood control and the transport of southern tribute 
grain„ or even to provide basic law and order, especially in the highlands, 
burdened people far more than its extractions did.

The Di�ering Fates of Charismatic Megafauna

All human societies have chosen totemic animals, as anthropologist 
Claude Lévi-Strauss famously said, because •they are good to think with,Ž 
even as humans have destroyed both species and their habitats. India retained 
a signi
cant number of its original animals from ���� to the early ����s. 
These included the last surviving population of the Asian lion; a larger 
population of tigers, cheetahs, and other felines; and most of Asia•s rhinoc-
eroses. Additionally, it had large populations of both domesticated and 
wild elephants. All of these survive today, with the exception of the chee-
tah, which became extinct in the twentieth century. Still, the popula-
tion of India in the early seventeenth century would have been about ��� 
million spread over approximately one and a half million square miles. 
The ranges of some animals had shrunk signi
cantly since early historic 
times. The lion ranged almost to the Yamuna River and only shrank back 
into the Gujarat peninsula as a result of colonial trophy hunting after ����. 
Interestingly, Gujarat had a much higher density of humans and domesti-
cated herbivores than regions of West Asia where the lion became extinct.

Hunting was a kingly sport and charismatic beasts (so- called because of 
their compelling grace and beauty) were often its targets. Animal parts 
entered the pharmacopeia of both India and China. On the other hand, 
royal hunting reserves also served as wildlife refuges„ and indeed, many 
national parks in today•s India derive from such reserved lands. But the 
equilibrium was clearly moving against animals, especially those danger-
ous to humans. Still, human populations seem to have been exceptionally 
tolerant. The English o�cial Thomas Marshall wrote from Gujarat in ����:

A Koonbee [farmer] would as soon and does in point of fact, much 
sooner kill a man than the deer which is eating up his crop before 
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his eyes. There is something very benign, perhaps almost sublime in 
the answer which has often been given me . . .•God gave the land 
and its fruits for these animals as well as for us. . . .  All our e�orts 
would not sensibly diminish the numbers of these animals; why then 
should we teach ourselves to be cruel to no purpose?Ž

This also brings up the fact that many wild species in southern Asia could 
survive as commensals to man. Elsewhere, however, dry- season hunts for 
deer or hares and the like were village pursuits. But in general hunting 
animals was the prerogative of kings or the duty of specialized castes.

So the Gujarat lion was reserved to the rulers of the petty state of Jun-
agadh and fed largely on the cattle that grazed in woodlands where it was 
preserved. It was largely destroyed outside such areas in the mid- nineteenth 
century when colonial o�cials with their new ri�es diverted themselves 
with trophy hunting. The tiger is nocturnal and solitary in its habits and 
does not inhabit open woodlands preferred by lions. Large tiger popula-
tions survived into the early twentieth century over the wetter two- thirds 
of the Indian subcontinent. They were widely hunted because of their pre-
dation on domestic cattle and occasionally on humans. But enough wood-
land and prey existed for tens of thousands of tigers until at least ��
�. The 
Asian elephant was only domesticated in India and, like the horse, largely 
used for war and show. But unlike horses or lions, it breeds too slowly 
to be easily raised in captivity and has to be trapped and tamed from 
wild populations. Wild elephants needed large tracts of woodland savanna 
to sustain themselves, and the growth of human farming populations 
encroached on that resource. But elephants were protected by kings and 
also by the religious awe in which they were held. Much Buddhist icono-
graphy had associated the Buddha with the bull elephant, and Hindus 
across the region still invoke the elephant- headed Ganesha at the start of 
any enterprise. A scientist studying this has written that the risks to an ele-
phant from a trigger- happy farmer are obviously di�erent from the risks 
with one who worships an elephant•s footprint in his 
eld. Over the ele-
phant•s distributional range in two continents, the reaction of local com-
munities to elephant depredation varies from vicious retaliation to resigned 
tolerance.

Still, habitat destruction meant that by ���� wild elephants were no 
longer found in the dryer Western part of the subcontinent and becoming 
scarce in the Gangetic plains. Really large tuskers began to be imported 
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from Sri Lanka. In the mid- eighteenth century, Brahmendra Swami, a 
Hindu holy man on the southwest coast, was caught trying to smuggle 
an elephant sent by the Sultan of Mysore to a Muslim potentate on the 
west coast. (The animal was con
scated and the intended recipient, 
believing himself betrayed, ravaged the Swami•s well- endowed ascetic 
retreat.)

In China, as we have seen, forests and grasslands were smaller in area 
than in India, and resistance to their conversion into arable 
elds was gen-
erally weak; and while having many small clumps of trees might have met 
most human needs, large wild animals need big blocks of uninterrupted 
forest (or for some beasts, savanna). Consequently, large wild animals had 
become extremely rare in China•s eastern lowlands; and as deforestation of 
the highlands accelerated circa ����… ��
�, many vanished there as well. Ele-
phants, once plentiful in parts of the humid south, had been disappearing 
for centuries and were essentially gone by ����. Tigers held out longer. 
The environmental historian Robert Marks has carefully traced mentions 
of tiger attacks on villages to determine when these predators could no lon-
ger 
nd enough food while avoiding human contact. In Guangdong•s most 
densely populated prefecture, the last recorded tiger attack was in ����; 
in the next most densely populated, in ����. Most other prefectures in 
both Guangdong and Guangxi record their last tiger attack in the second 
half of the eighteenth century, though a few mountainous parts of the prov-
ince had incidents in the early ����s. One traveler reported hearing of a 
tiger sighting in a mountainous part of Fujian as late as the ����s, but this 
was extremely rare. Guangdong and Guangxi were still probably 
�	per-
cent forest in ���� but experienced rapid population increase thereafter, 
and were only 
… ��	percent forested in ����. Probably the only places in 
China in which tigers remained plentiful were in parts of Manchuria and 
perhaps some mountain forests of Yunnan and Guizhou. Wolves survived 
in larger numbers, at least to judge by popular warnings about them (which 
are found in some heavily farmed areas even in the early twentieth century), 
but there is little doubt that they, too, were in retreat. The large wild ani-
mal most associated with China today„ the panda„ has long had a rather 
restricted range, mostly at elevations above �,��� feet. With only slight 
exaggeration, one could say that while China•s ecology had been engi-
neered to support impressive numbers of one large mammal„ the human„ 
and its companions (e.g., hogs), this had been done by pushing almost all 
other large mammals to the margins.
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Beyond Food, Fuel, and Fodder: Textiles and  
Other Manufactures

The earliest domestication of Old World cotton probably occurred in India. 
Cotton fabric was widely, almost exclusively, used across the subcontinent. 
The export of cotton textiles was well established by ���� CE. It grew 
manyfold with the new global era that began with the Iberian voyages and 
intensi
ed with the establishment of great state- sponsored trading enter-
prises after ����. A large export sector grew up around it. The economic 
historian Om Prakash has used English and Dutch Company data to cal-
culate that around ���� some �
,��� to 
�,��� looms in the Bengal region 
were producing 
ne fabrics for the export market and so employed about 
���,��� persons. But he failed to adequately account for the workforce in 
spinning and preparatory work; if this is suitably revised, then the number 
would go up to about ���,���„ mainly women engaged in hand ginning, 
combing, carding, and spinning. That would have been some 
	percent of 
the population of the region, so a signi
cant part of the embodied food 
energy of local agriculture sailed away to other continents. But this was a 
labor- intensive exportable fabric.

Coarser cloth for domestic use needed less labor but used more cotton 
per unit area. Though the climate in many regions of India makes clothing 
a burden rather than a comfort (prudish visitors often misunderstood 
the functional choice of minimal covering as a mark of barbarism or pov-
erty), the aggregate demand was considerable, the individual consump-
tion was small. We may estimate consumption in an inland, cotton- growing 
region at about � pounds of fabric per person per year, or about �… � yards 
of cloth. Over a population of ��� million that would still use (at a guess-
timate) the yield of over seven million acres of arable land and maybe 
 or 
�	 percent of the labor force, most of it in spinning and antecedent 
processes.

In return for this and other exports, the rest of the world returned enor-
mous amounts of hard- won silver, mostly from Spanish America where 
massive amounts of silver had been discovered. An early English visitor 
commented: •India is rich in silver, for all nations bring coyne and carry 
away commodities for the same; and this coyne is buried in India and goeth 
not out.Ž This was an old pattern in Indian trade, and initially India absorbed 
two to three times as much American silver (nearly ��� tons per annum) 
as Ming China (which until the mid- ����s was still importing a great deal 
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of its silver from Japan). The Mughal empire that emerged in the �

�s was 
able to switch its currency base from copper and silver- copper alloy to pure 
silver. Given the often destructive methods of gold-  and silver- mining„ 
especially the use of mercury and more recently cyanide to separate bul-
lion from ore - -  this Asian demand imposed a considerable ecological load 
on the silver and gold- rich parts of the world.

Until roughly ����, cotton was a marginal crop in most of China; 
ne 
clothing was made from silk and ordinary clothing from hemp or ramie. 
Over the next 
��	years, cotton gradually became the dominant clothing 

ber throughout the empire, though the others certainly did not disap-
pear; even as late as ����… ��, China produced roughly �.
 pounds per cap-
ita of ramie. Estimates of cotton production vary wildly; an informed 
guess of �.
 billion pounds circa ��
� (between � and � pounds per capita) 
is at the high end and assumes little if any growth in total output (and thus 
a decline in per capita output) over the next �
�	years. Large amounts of 
raw cotton were also imported from India in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth centuries. Most regions of China either imported raw cotton 
(as did much of the densely populated southeast, often exporting cane sugar 
in return) or imported the cloth itself (mostly from the Lower Yangzi, 
which was sometimes said to •clothe the empireŽ). However, regional self- 
su�ciency in low-  and medium- quality textiles was becoming increasingly 
common over the course of the eighteenth century as interior regions engaged 
in a kind of import- substituting (handicraft) industrialization.

Cotton is notoriously hard on the soil, requiring frequent fallowing in 
much of the world. But this was not the case in the two most important 
cotton- growing regions of China: the Lower Yangzi and the North China 
Plain. In the Lower Yangzi, soil fertility was maintained through a very 
intensive fertilization regime, which mixed locally generated manures, night-
soil from a dense network of nearby towns, and imported soybean cakes 
(
rst from the Middle Yangzi provinces, and after circa ����, from Manchu-
ria). Sir George Staunton, visiting in ����, remarked that •the collecting of 
compost for the land is, with them, an object of the greatest attention; in 
which business are employed old and young, incapable of any other kind of 
labor. They rummage every street, road, jakespot, river and canal.Ž

A local source said more simply that one should •treasure nightsoil as if 
it were gold.Ž With time, however, ecological balance shifted increasingly 
toward reliance on imported commercial fertilizer, which took far less labor 
to apply. (By the late eighteenth century, Manchurian bean cake, some of 
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it produced by people defying the abovementioned Qing immigration 
restrictions, was also replenishing sugarcane 
elds in China•s far south.) 
Since we see no sign of decreasing yields over time, it seems likely that 
these methods were su�cient to maintain soil quality. The picture for north 
China is less clear. Lower population densities than in the south meant less 
nightsoil; while work animals were somewhat more plentiful than in the 
south, their wastes would not have been enough to compensate. Soybean 
fertilizer was used here as well; however, locally grown beans were used. 
Most of the north China cotton country was too poor and too far from 
good water transport to import large amounts of Manchurian bean cake, 
but the extraordinary depth of the fertile loess layer may help explain the 
region•s ability to maintain cotton yields, since quite a bit of nutrient- rich 
soil remained despite erosion.

Most of the labor in cotton cloth production came from farm families 
(though more specialized weavers produced most luxury fabrics). In the 
Yangzi Valley and farther south, this was overwhelmingly female labor: 
indeed, it became proverbial to say that •men farm and women weave,Ž 
while the older saying •husband and wife work togetherŽ gradually 
became far less common. Average earnings per day appear to have been 
above what women could have earned in agriculture, though below male 
agricultural earnings; the virtuous widow, spurning suitors while raising 
children with the pro
ts of her weaving, is a staple 
gure in Qing biogra-
phy. In the north, with a shorter growing season and lower incomes per 
work day, both men and women wove and spun. Most cloth- producing 
households owned their own looms and spinning wheels and sold their 
goods in what appear to have been (by the sixteenth century) very com-
petitive local markets. Large merchants were quite prominent in long- 
distance trade, with some developing informal trademarks and signi
cant 
market power, but this was rarely the case in local markets, where harass-
ment by local toughs was a more frequent •market imperfection.Ž Histo-
rian Mark Elvin, who has found exceptionally low female life expectancies 
in a Lower Yangzi textile county generally considered to be quite pros-
perous, has speculated that the amount of textile work that farm women 
did (estimates for the ����s vary from about �
�… ��� days per year), 
together with their other burdens, may have seriously impaired their 
health. Thus far, however, we have no data from elsewhere to con
rm 
that textile centers in general had high female mortality rates, much less to 
con
rm any particular explanation of such a phenomenon.
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Yangzi delta textile exports were also important to inter- regional envi-
ronmental balances. The delta had well over �,��� residents per square mile 
by the ����s, probably exceeded only by Japan•s Kinai region. It imported 
large amounts of grain, raw cotton, sugar, timber, and bean cake, as well 
as small but ecologically signi
cant numbers of oxen; interruptions of those 
imports during mid- seventeenth- century rebellions caused intense su�er-
ing. Exporting light manufactures, principally textiles, was thus crucial to 
both short- run food security and long- run environmental stability. Earn-
ings from those exports were also recycled to stabilize other areas: the delta, 
which was taxed much more heavily than the rest of the empire, paid not 
only for most of its own public goods but also for certain key projects else-
where, especially the northern parts of the Grand Canal and the huge dikes 
on the middle and lower Yellow River.

The outside world was probably less important to China•s environment 
than to India•s, though China certainly had a large impact on some exter-
nal areas. Moreover, this statement must be immediately quali
ed, because 
if we were to use Ming borders rather than Qing ones„ making Manchu-
ria and Mongolia external to China„ environmental exchanges with •the 
outside worldŽ would become much more important. While it is true that 
the transformation of much of Manchuria and Inner Mongolia into farm-
land was a relatively slow process until about ��
�, Chinese demand for 
products from pearls to furs to pine nuts was already changing the ecology 
of these areas by ����.

China exported large amounts of both silk and cotton cloth, though less 
of the latter than India; quite a bit of porcelain; and some other goods, mostly 
light manufactures. Its imports tended to be products of the land„ and 
especially of noncultivated land (i.e., land that was not used very intensively, 
which was a luxury China could less and less a�ord). The one important 
exception„ silver„ might be classed as either a mineral or a manufacture 
(since most was imported after being coined), but in environmental terms 
it was the mining that placed a great burden on the exporting countries.

 Seventeenth-  and eighteenth- century China was a signi
cant importer 
of furs from land mammals in Siberia (and later North America) and sea 
mammals in the Paci
c, re�ecting in part the depletion of indigenous for-
est creatures. (The 
rst Chinese visitor to New York identi
able by name 
arrived on Jacob Astor•s ship The Beaver, which was returning from selling 
pelts in Canton.) Chinese luxury demand for sandalwood (and other aro-
matics), sea cucumbers, pearls, and other exotica was su�cient to have a 
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very large impact on certain island ecosystems. Even more Latin Ameri-
can silver (though much less gold) �owed into China than into India after 
about ����, until nineteenth- century opium imports and other shifts in 
trading patterns reversed the process and caused a silver drain. By the late 
eighteenth century, Guangdong province (surrounding the port of Canton) 
was importing signi
cant amounts of land- intensive staples from overseas 
(principally rice from Siam and Vietnam and raw cotton from India). And 
even in the seventeenth century, the depletion of Shanxi forests, which 
had supplied much of China•s ginseng, had had a major political impact; it 
caused huge amounts of the silver China imported to �ow northeastward 
toward Manchuria and Korea, greatly facilitating the construction of the 
Qing state that eventually conquered China.

However, internal trade was both economically and ecologically far 
more important than exchanges with the outside. Foreign contacts had a 
very large environment impact on China through the adoption of potatoes, 
maize, tobacco, and other American crops, as already noted. However, 
precisely because Chinese farmers quickly domesticated these crops, the 
empire never imported these products on any signi
cant scale, and their 
exotic origins quickly became as irrelevant as those of cotton or early ripen-
ing rice. Thus the signi
cance of China•s environmental exchanges with 
the outside world for China•s own environment depends on what time 
frame we use to assess them. In the long run, movements of plants and 
knowledge transformed China, but at at any given moment prior to the 
late twentieth century, the �ows of goods between China and the outside 
world were too small to have an environmental impact even remotely 
comparable to the goods and people moving back and forth within the 
empire. Indeed, China was in many ways an interdependent economic 
and ecological system by Qing times; Mark Elvin has even suggested that 
by late imperial times both internal trade and administratively directed 
resource �ows were su�ciently large that •the only possible [environmen-
tal] equilibrium was an empire- wide one.Ž To be sure, local circuits mat-
tered much more on a daily basis than long- distance ones. Beyond the easily 
navigable rivers, extremely high transport costs greatly limited market 
integration. (Barriers to transportation were exacerbated by the relatively 
low numbers of draft animals and large mountain ranges.) State e�orts to 
facilitate long- distance �ows of environmentally sensitive goods some-
times yielded very impressive results while they remained a high priority, 
but that focus was rarely sustained beyond a few decades. Even at the peak 
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of Qing e�ectiveness, moreover, some o�cials still felt that although long- 
distance trade could enhance social and ecological stability, encouraging 
these exchanges was a second- best alternative to an idealized world of 
local self- su�ciency.

Despite these o�cial hesitations, long- distance internal trade increased 
in economic and ecological signi
cance during the period known as the 
•high QingŽ or •prosperous ageŽ (����… ���
), when the Qing were at the 
height of their social, economic, and military power. The circuits linking 
the Lower Yangzi to its trading partners were the most signi
cant, but there 
were other important exchanges of basic commodities: above all an enor-
mous and still poorly studied long- distance timber trade, but also copper 
traded from the southwest frontier to the rest of the country, livestock from 
the steppe (mostly Inner Mongolia) to north China, and grain toward 
densely populated coastal areas of Guangdong and Fujian. The volumes of 
these exchanges seem to have increased from the sixteenth to at least the 
mid- to- late- eighteenth century, with a painful interruption during the 
civil wars of the middle seventeenth. As measured by the correlation of 
price movements in di�erent localities, China•s long- distance grain mar-
kets (the only ones for which we have adequate data) were among the best 
integrated in the world before railways. Some of these trade circuits were 
probably contracting by the late eighteenth century, as interior regions 
became more densely populated, had smaller surpluses of primary prod-
ucts to export, and began producing more of their own cloth; the massive 
civil wars of the mid- nineteenth century would then shake them pro-
foundly. But some reasserted themselves afterward, and even those that 
did not (often losing out to international trade through the new treaty ports) 
had been crucial in their day.

Migrations, Voluntary and Involuntary

People moved long distances too. Chinese long- distance migration in our 
period was mostly a private and plebeian a�air, though the government 
was sometimes important. Migration directed by the state, or by great fam-
ilies who moved semifree dependents with them, had been more impor-
tant before circa ����.

While some people„ particularly elites and skilled craftsmen„ moved up 
the urban hierarchy toward the most specialized and lucrative opportunities, 
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most migrants moved the other way, toward less developed regions. 
Within that general pattern, we can distinguish three principal kinds of 
long- distance migration. By far the smallest„ though often politically 
signi
cant„ migrations were state- directed movements toward contested 
frontiers. Most of the people involved were supposed to develop food pro-
duction in the vicinity of frontier garrisons (principally in Xinjiang, in 
Yunnan, and in Sichuan, where they supported garrisons in Tibet), reduc-
ing dependence on supplies shipped from the interior. These migrations 
diminished after ��
�, once the Qing had won their wars against Mongols 
based in Xinjiang. There were also coerced movements of exiled crimi-
nals to various frontiers, but except perhaps in late- eighteenth- century 
Xinjiang, these migrations were not su�ciently large or permanent enough 
to be ecologically important.

These streams of coerced migrants were, however, dwarfed by the 
streams of freely migrating people whom we have retrospectively labeled 
•HanŽ Chinese (though very few of them would have used that term before 
the mid- nineteenth century). We can designate three subcategories of free 
migrants, depending on the kinds of destinations they went to.

One group went to ethnic minority areas in Hunan, Sichuan, Yunnan, 
Guizhou, and Guangxi, mixing with local populations amidst varying 
degrees of symbiosis and con�ict. Some of these migrants brought tech-
niques for more intensive cultivation, forestry, or mining than the area•s 
indigenous peoples had used; others used local resources in much the same 
way as earlier residents.

A second group went to valleys and plains that had been depopulated 
by civil war and plague in the mid- ����s. They had less need to either dis-
place or come to terms with existing communities and were moving to 
places that had already been found suitable for Chinese- style agriculture. 
Thus, they generally fared the best of these migrant streams, with their 
communities proving both socially and ecologically sustainable.

A third group involved people going to highland areas, often adjacent 
to densely populated valleys, which had previously had very few inhabit-
ants. For these areas, the spread of American cultivars that would grow 
where indigenous food crops would not„ above all, maize and potatoes„ 
beginning in the late sixteenth century was absolutely critical. However, 
the highlands were often opened for commercial activities, not subsistence 
farming; maize and potatoes made it possible to cheaply feed a highland 
labor force that catered to growing lowland demand for timber, bamboo, 
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indigo, tea, medicinal herbs, iron and iron goods, and so on. Comments 
by local o�cials from the early ����s give some sense of the scale these 
activities reached:

An investigation revealed that there were more than �
�,��� set-
tlers in the mountains [of one county in southern Shaanxi], and also 
three large timber enterprises, ten or more sawyers• yards and several 
smithies. . . .  

In the mountains [also of southern Shaanxi] there is a living to be 
made in iron smelting, in logging, in the paperworks, or in process-
ing mushrooms and edible fungi. One enterprise may employ sev-
eral hundred men, the small ones several dozen. . . .  A hundred li [�� 
miles] of forest can provide timber for two or three years. . . .  A 
large enterprise may employ several thousand men . . .  half of them 
are vagrants [i.e., poor migrants from elsewhere] and countless num-
bers depend on them for a living.

These migrations had the greatest environmental impact. Forests disap-
peared or were replaced by commercially preferred species (chie�y the 
fast- growing cunninghamia trees native to China and prized for their tim-
ber). The erosion and �ooding caused by deforestation was discussed ear-
lier in this chapter, and these migrations resulted in increased population 
density sustained by the cultivation of new crops (especially maize and 
potatoes). These crops failed to hold the soil as well as trees had, and soil 
washed down steep hillsides. Riverbeds rose and �ooding increased. In the 
process some hillsides lost so much soil so fast that they became barren, 
forcing the immigrants to repeat the same process elsewhere. By roughly 
����, many local governments were trying (but usually failing) to stop or 
reverse this movement up the slopes, which local literati (who usually 
owned land in the valleys below) repeatedly lamented as the pursuit of •a 
moment•s pro
tŽ at the expense of •harm to a hundred generations.Ž

Sichuan included examples of all three kinds of destinations: minority 
areas, areas depopulated by disasters, and previously uninhabited highland 
zones. At least �.
 million immigrants moved to Sichuan between ���� and 
����, more than to any other province. The whole empire probably dou-
bled that number during the same period. The government sometimes sub-
sidized these migrations by giving grants of seed, oxen, tools, etc., and/or 
cheap credit, especially when people were repopulating lowlands deserted 
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during the turmoil and epidemics of the Ming- Qing transition in the mid- 
seventeenth century. The Qing also encouraged frontier migrants indi-
rectly by taxing much reclaimed land lightly or not at all. Nonetheless, the 
migrants organized their movements and their new communities them-
selves, often on kinship or native- place lines: the scale of organization could 
range from individuals to thousands of people arriving together to take over 
a particular highland area.

Indian migration looked rather di�erent from China•s, but like China•s 
it was concentrated within its own subcontinent. Few inhabitants emigrated 
voluntarily. A handful maintained the seafaring traditions of the Indian 
Ocean. Ram Singh Malana, a sailor from western Gujarat, was shipwrecked 
in East Africa about ��
� and taken to Holland on a Dutch ship. He returned 
equipped with new skills in glassmaking and cannon founding, and rose 
to be an important adviser to the Maharao of Kutch, helping to design a 
palace with mirrored walls. Enough Indian merchants visited Southeast 
Asia for them to form a recognized ethnic group, the Kling (a name 
derived from the Kalinga, ancient name for today•s Odisha). Khatri mer-
chants from Punjab settled as far north as Moscow in the time of Czar Ivan 
IV (r. �
��… ��). Other migrants did not go by their own volition: thou-
sands of slaves from Southern Asia were traded overland to Inner Asia and 
by sea around the Indian Ocean, the latter especially to Portuguese and 
Dutch tropical enclaves, east and west. But relative to the population of the 
area, their numbers were small. Vastly greater numbers were usually on the 
move within the subcontinent itself. Jos Gommans has carefully delin-
eated the range of environments and resources to be found in close proxim-
ity within India, with pockets of rich rice paddy reminiscent of the Yangzi 
delta interspersed among dry thorn scrub resembling Somalia, or rich 
elds 
of wheat and barley ending abruptly at the edge of sandy uplands sustain-
ing only nomadic camel herders. And of course, there were extensive tracts 
of modi
ed woodlands„ lopped, grazed, and frequented by humans. 
Cultivable lands were still available and emigration, short-  or long- term, 
was, as we have seen, the major recourse available to peasants beset by tax 
collectors or ruined by harvest failures. They moved to the lands of more 
accommodating lords who were ready to encourage them with better 
terms. John Malcolm recorded in ���� that once peace was restored in 
central India, entire villages that had temporarily migrated west to Gujarat 
or become bandits lurking in the forests that covered their 
elds now 
•�ocked to their roo�ess houses. Infant Potails [headmen] (the second and 
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third in descent from the emigrator) were carried at the head of these par-
ties . . .  and in a few days every thing [sic] was in progress, as if it had never 
been disturbed.Ž (It was only in the later nineteenth century that cultivable 
land became scarce and migration en bloc was no longer a viable strategy.) 
Emigration was also a recourse after crop failures. In ����… �� crop failure 
coincided with warfare and a famine of exceptional severity hit the mid-
dle Gangetic plain. Tens of thousands died and many more migrated in 
bands to the south, where harvests were reputedly better. Wanderers often 
perished by the wayside. But as soon as steady rains fell, these bands halted 
and began a journey back to their ancestral homes. Still, we 
nd many 
reports of parents selling their children because they could no longer feed 
them. The Dutch company instructed its agents to buy slaves at times when 
famine made them cheap. Survival strategies might cushion the blows of 
man and nature, but they were never completely successful in mitigating 
their e�ects. As far as agricultural colonization was concerned, Indian farm-
ers were often just 
lling in thinly settled areas rather than moving to 
virgin land. Permanent farming might replace slash and burn, or irrigated 
replace rain- fed tillage. Permanent rice paddy might, as in the Bengal 
delta, replace lightly used wetlands.

Space, Time, and Political- Ecological Decline

Eighteenth- century China had a stronger, more centralized state than India, 
which, as we have seen, played signi
cant economic and ecological roles 
despite making relatively light claims on society•s resources. It was able to 
do this partly by being selective about its interventions, stepping back in 
cases where other parties could handle things without much help or over-
sight. Yet there were some things only the state could do, and by the late 
eighteenth century it was having far more trouble doing them.

One set of state- managed resources was directed toward providing 
external security. During the 
rst half of the Qing the state directed con-
siderable resources toward frontiers of conquest, especially near the steppe. 
These areas were mostly nonarable, and so largely separate from the frontiers 
of settlement. The logistical challenges of campaigning in these areas 
were formidable, and the Qing managed them with unprecedented skill. 
From ancient times to the end of the Ming (����), no large •ChineseŽ 
infantry force had been able to campaign on the northwest frontier for 
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longer than �� days; the Qing, however, could sustain 
�,��� troops in the 
steppe for years at a time, and much larger forces for up to �
� days. This 
involved some local development (e.g., of military farms in northwestern 
oases), some hefty subsidies to merchants who supplied basic goods to stra-
tegic areas, large expenditures for road building in the northwest, and some 
dredging of rivers near the Yunnan frontier to facilitate shipping. By 
roughly the ����s, however, these e�orts were ebbing as the Qing admin-
istration began to deteriorate and the state•s military capacity declined. This 
became a huge problem in the nineteenth century, as prolonged, often 
unsuccessful campaigns against both internal rebellions (most of which 
originated in frontier areas) and foreign invaders (especially seaborne ones 
from the West) took a huge toll in lives and resources.

Second, the state at its height had directed considerable resources toward 
areas such as north China, which were not frontiers but were ecologically 
and socioeconomically vulnerable. These stabilization e�orts became 
increasingly challenging in the very late eighteenth and especially the nine-
teenth century. The Yellow River•s enormous silt burden ineluctably 
raised its bed. It was not unusual then„ and is not unusual now, even with 
modern dredging equipment„ for the Yellow River•s bed to be ��… �
 yards 
(as much as 
� feet) above the land outside the dikes. Consequently, �oods 
could only be prevented (and the Grand Canal, which crossed the river 
and used its water, could only be kept open) by building ever- higher dikes, 
and even this extremely expensive response could not do the job forever. 
Other kinds of environmental management also became more di�cult as 
population increased, and the state•s limited 
scal base (and a political cul-
ture in which low tax rates were an important part of legitimacy) eventu-
ally made herculean interventions unsustainable.

Third, as population grew and people innovated„ for instance, by tak-
ing advantage of new crops to exploit previously unexploitable ecological 
niches„ the state•s regulatory capacity failed to keep pace. Chinese gov-
ernments had never had tight control in many highland areas, but they had 
usually been able to live with that. Now it became an enormous problem, 
and after roughly ����, records frequently mention frustrated magistrates 
who knew that highland settlement was causing lowland �ooding but could 
do nothing about it„ even in cases where the highland settlers were illegal 
squatters. (As one nineteenth- century gazetteer put it, •The local people do 
not dare to enter into altercations with [the highland squatters]; the o�cials 
do not dare to investigate them.Ž)
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In one sense, the political economy kept going as well as it did because 
there were so few barriers to moving either people or goods, and people 
adjusted rationally to the opportunities and pressures scattered across 
the landscape. But this dynamism amid a narrow ecological margin required 
very sophisticated counterbalancing of a sort that the Qing could no longer 
perform, and reliance on a big political structure meant intense pain when 
that structure weakened.

Although this ecological decline coincided with the political decline of 
China•s particular institutions and trajectory, one could also adopt a more 
general phrasing, relevant to both societies. Between �
�� and ����, both 
China and India came to be crisscrossed by more and more routes for 
moving people and goods. Some were local, some linked areas across these 
huge societies, and some connected to places still farther away. All were 
superimposed on natural circulations„ of river water (and silt), monsoon 
winds, atmospheric and 
xed nitrogen, and so on„ seeking to direct them 
for the bene
t of the actors involved. Some of the resulting movements 
generated greater environmental security (for humans) along with increased 
current prosperity; others intensi
ed environmental vulnerability at one 
end or the other of the exchange. And the gains in employment, popula-
tion, and (perhaps) per capita income resulting from these long- distance 
connections were vulnerable to all sorts of events, including the social 
and political results of the same environmental stresses that trade itself 
could either ease or exacerbate. For all the problems that these actions left 
unsolved, they unquestionably generated impressive growth, shaping land-
scapes to the advantage of millions of humans.

Arbitraging resources across time was another matter. In both China 
and India, this mostly involved either the present reducing the future•s stock 
of resources (e.g., by deforesting China•s highlands or depleting India•s ele-
phant populations) or people accumulating resource stocks to be drawn 
down in the relatively near future (e.g., by storing grain now for use in a 
few months, or feeding a young work animal for future use). The available 
technologies and socioeconomic conditions (e.g., interest rates) rarely 
favored long- term investment in building bu�er stocks of environmental 
resources when decisions were guided by straightforward pro
t seeking; 
we see, for instance, only a few parallels to the commercially motivated 
reforestation projects in many parts of Japan by ����. (Relatively successful 
and sustainable tree plantations did become more common in parts of 
southwestern China during the nineteenth century, but by that time a great 
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deal of damage had been done, as discussed earlier.) In India rulers some-
times reserved teak forest for the durable timber it yielded; other wood-
lands and wetlands might be protected as hunting preserves. Ordinary 
peasants often protected small patches of woodland and particular species 
of bird or animal, often for religious reasons. But overall, there is little doubt 
that environmental resources were destructively •minedŽ as the number 
of humans grew through the centuries. Large- scale investment in future 
ecological stability under these circumstances was likely to require vigor-
ous and farsighted government, which was only intermittently present and 
fragile even then, for social, political, and ecological reasons.

By the end of our period, then, both regions featured increasingly 
numerous and elaborate structures„  physical and organizational, local 
and supralocal, private and public, and energized by multiple motives„ that 
allowed more humans to mobilize more energy to sustain more activities, and 
to multiply the plants and animals they favored (rice, wheat, cotton, oxen, 
horses, pigs) while others (elephants, tigers, various sorts of vegetation) 
retreated. Additionally, both countries were important participants in 
the	global exchanges energized by European conquest and settlement in the 
Americas. One of these, the arrival of the maize plant, had a more pro-
found impact in China, while the initial torrent of silver led to the rise of 
important crafts in India before it generated a boom in Chinese silk, por-
celain, and tea exports.

In some subregions, these structures made families and communities 
less vulnerable to short- term �uctuations in rainfall, temperature, and 
other natural variables than they had been in previous centuries. But the 
very multiplicity and complexity of these structures entailed other risks: 
state failure, trade disruptions, and so on. Meanwhile, the simple cumu-
lative e�ect of increased numbers and many individually rational acts 
of	 resource exploitation added to the risks that needed to be o�set by 
human creativity; these creative interventions were sometimes forth-
coming, but in the end were not enough to keep the problems at bay 
inde
nitely. The relative weights of speci
c resources, innovations, and risks 
naturally di�ered between India and China, but there were also basic 
resemblances between the clusters of issues present in each place, and 
natural limits to how much the internal relationships within these clus-
ters could vary. In both countries, those issues continue to echo, even amid 
the very di�erent technologies, politics, and problems of the present.
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Like other continental empires of early modern Eurasia, the Mughal 
(�
��… ��
�) in India and the Qing (����… ����) in China were high 
and personal at the center and everywhere else thin on the ground. 

They also shared some inheritance from the Mongol empires of the thir-
teenth to 
fteenth centuries (particularly the Yuan [����… ����] in China 
and the Chaghatay khans of Central Asia), who supported a vigorous east- 
west trade network descended from the ancient Silk Road. In the ensuing 
centuries, the Timurid successors (����… �
��) of the Chaghatay khans led 
to the Mughal order in South Asia, and the founders of the Qing brought 
together several strands of Mongol political tradition to create their own 
state.

Both the Mughals, who emerged from the Timurid dynasty, and the 
Qing, who succeeded the Ming, were •conquest dynasties,Ž that is, states 
established by outsiders who patronized the institutions and culture of the 
society they had conquered. As such, both the Mughals (Turco- Mongolian 
Muslims) and the Qing (Manchus) not only had the opportunity to incor-
porate political and cultural elements of the societies they ruled but also 
were required to do so in the interest of continued stability. Their funda-
mental tool for this incorporation was rulership as represented in ritual and 
law. Nevertheless, their methods of building ideologically plural rulerships 
were di�erent, as were the e�ects upon the peoples they ruled.

CHAPTER I I

Conquest, Rulership, and the State

PAMELA CROSSLEY AND RICHARD	 M. EATON
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This chapter explores 
rst how conceptions of state power and gover-
nance in India had evolved prior to the sixteenth century, and then the 
ways that power and governance were articulated under the Mughals. In 
like manner, it examines the sources of Qing imperial ideologies, followed 
by an examination of how politics and governance under the Qing actu-
ally operated. Finally, by teasing out fundamental areas of convergence or 
divergence, this chapter provides a lens for investigating the ways that polit-
ical power was imagined and articulated in early modern India and China.

India„ Two Traditions of Kingship

One way of narrating the past millennium of Indian history and the role 
of state power in it would focus on the emergence and interplay of two 
distinct models of polity, elite culture, and society„ one Sanskrit- based, 
the other Persian- based. Grounded in a transregional language and a body 
of literature that enjoyed immense prestige across a great expanse of 
territory„ Sanskrit across the Indian subcontinent and Southeast Asia, and 
Persian across the Indian subcontinent and much of the Middle East„ each 
model interacted in complex ways with the other, and also with local con-
ceptions of power and authority rooted in village culture. Each model cele-
brated an ideology of a universal ruler, personi
ed respectively by the 
maharaja and the sultan. Each articulated a blueprint for social and moral 
order by elaborating codes of conduct and a discourse of proper courtly 
comportment. And, unlike the British colonial use of religion as a lens for 
envisioning precolonial Indian history, each model transcended particular 
religions, even while serving as a vehicle for elaborating, critiquing, and 
transmitting them.

The Sanskritic model of kingship attained clear de
nition by the fourth 
century and persisted unrivaled for nearly a thousand years, furnishing a 
template for how new states emerged and asserted their claims to legiti-
mate authority throughout South and even Southeast Asia. From around 
the early second millennium, this model began to be articulated in South 
Asian vernacular languages, displacing Sanskrit•s former monopoly on 
political discourse. Then from the early thirteenth century a second trans-
regional model of state and society„ the Persianate„ appeared, 
rst in 
north India and soon thereafter in the south. Each had much to say about 
state building.
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In the earlier, Sanskritic model, chiefs who managed to acquire control 
over strategic forts would appropriate the title of raja and claim descent 
from illustrious royal predecessors or mythological 
gures. They also 
performed„ or were said to have performed„ stunning deeds of con-
quest, including actual or ritualized conquests of neighboring kings (the 
digvijaya, or •conquest of the quartersŽ). Once in power in their own 
courts, these rulers sought to transform former or potential enemies into 
dependent vassals. They also patronized Brahman priests, built and main-
tained temples, bestowed royal titles on their vassals, and, in India•s dryer 
regions, supported the construction of irrigation systems for enhancing 
the productive wealth of their respective domains. Crucially, they ascribed 
ritual sovereignty over their domains to a form of one of the great Hindu 
gods (usually Shiva or Vishnu), conceived of as their state•s cosmic overlord, 
whose image was typically placed in an elaborately adorned royal temple 
located in the heart of the kingdom•s capital. Viewing himself as a servant 
of his kingdom•s patron deity, a king thus shared with the gods a common 
pool of symbols respecting power and authority. However, because they 
were professionally engaged in the shedding of blood„ a deeply polluting 
substance in the Hindu universe„ kings were ritually disquali
ed from 
interacting directly with the divine world, an activity that consequently 
fell to Brahman priests attached to royal courts.

The nexus of king, dynastic temple, and cosmic overlord carried impor-
tant political implications. Unlike the mass of village temples„ humble, 
ubiquitous, and apolitical structures„ dynastic temples visually manifested 
a king•s claim to rulership. They were sites of political establishment, 
renewal, or contestation, and thus vulnerable to attack by political ene-
mies. Indeed, it was not unusual for victorious adversaries to desecrate royal 
temples by carrying o�, as trophies, images associated with the sovereign 
power of a defeated king. In their own inscriptions, kings were most con-
sistently represented not as pious, morally righteous, or godlike 
gures but 
as 
erce warriors who, possessing awesome and overwhelming power, vio-
lently subjugated their foes.

By the eighth or ninth century, India•s political universe had become 
crowded with little kings, bigger kings, and emperors„ i.e., kings of kings. 
But it was also a world of constantly shifting political sands. Rulers had 
few permanent enemies or allies, since classical political theory recom-
mended that, in conducting the business of warfare, enemies be not anni-
hilated but rather co- opted and transformed into loyal subordinates. Once 
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so transformed, yesterday•s enemies could be put to use as allies against 
tomorrow•s potential enemies. Indeed, by this logic territory itself was con-
ceived of very much like a large chessboard on which kings maneuvered 
with allies and against rivals with a view to creating an idealized political 
space„ or mandala„ consisting of a series of concentric circles, with one•s 
own capital and heartland occupying the center, surrounded by a second 
circle of one•s allies and a third of one•s enemies. Beyond that lay one•s 
enemies• enemies, therefore potential allies. With this model in mind, kings 
endeavored to ally themselves with distant enemies of nearby enemies. With 
all of India•s major dynastic houses playing by the same geostrategic rules, 
no single dynasty could achieve lasting dominance over large swaths of 
territory within India, much less over the subcontinent as a whole.

Toward the end of the twelfth century, a very di�erent conception of 
interstate relations, kingship, and governance reached India when the 
northern half of the subcontinent„ the Indo- Gangetic plain„ was con-
quered by Persianized Turkish speakers who had reached the subcontinent 
from Central Asia and the Iranian plateau. Between the eighth and thir-
teenth centuries the caliph (•successorŽ to the Prophet Muhammad) in 
Baghdad theoretically ruled over the entire Muslim world, from Spain to 
eastern Afghanistan. But by the tenth century, his authority had shrunk to 
religious a�airs only, while in the eastern, Persian- speaking half of the 
Muslim world leadership in worldly matters was seized by powerful con-
federations of ethnic Turks who had migrated southward into the Muslim 
world from Central Asia. The most successful of these converted the sem-
inomadic traders into bands of armed followers, led by men who had taken 
the potent title and ideology of •sultan.Ž By the twelfth century, as caliphal 
political authority continued to weaken, Persian theorists began to endow 
these sultans with all the majesty, might, and ceremony that had been asso-
ciated with pre- Islamic Persian emperors. For during those same centu-
ries, the modern Persian language had been crystallizing amid a general 
revival of memories of Persian history and culture before the Arab con-
quest (���). Like its Sanskritic predecessor, then, this Persianate model of 
worldly power was also sustained by a language and literature that was both 
prestigious and transregional.

A critical stage in the evolution of the sultan as an all- powerful political 

gure was reached in ��
� when Mongol armies destroyed Baghdad and 
abolished the o�ce of the caliph of Islam. The elimination of this politi-
cally feeble but symbolically still- potent 
gure had the e�ect of elevating 
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and con
rming the place of sultans as supreme rulers in the Persianate 
world. Moreover, since their stature had evolved in culturally plural Central 
Asia„ with its mixture of Christian, Buddhist, Jewish, Sunni, and Shi`i 
Muslim, as well as shamanistic and pagan Mongol traditions„ sultans were 
understood as standing above and beyond all religious communities. Nota-
bly, the sovereign territory included within a sultanate„ that is, a state ruled 
by a sultan„ was in principle limitless, shaped by neither regional, nor 
ethnic, nor religious identities. This enabled sultanates to span vast swaths 
of land and to encompass communities of considerable ethnic diversity.

At the same time, the void in religious authority created by the aboli-
tion of the caliphate was 
lled by charismatic Su
 shaikhs„ Muslim mys-
tics or holy men popularly understood as spiritually powerful owing to their 
alleged nearness to the divine world. Thus emerged a de facto separation 
of religion and state in mainstream Persianate thought: political authority 
was appropriated by sultans, while religious authority was displaced onto 
a host of Su
 shaikhs and their tomb sites where, it was believed, a shai-
kh•s spiritual power continued to abide after his physical death. Lacking 
religious authority or charisma of their own, many sultans took pains to 
patronize popular shaikhs or tombs of renowned Su
s by way of securing 
a 
rmer foothold with the masses, since such 
gures (or their tomb shrines) 
were revered by peoples of various faiths.

Merged Models of Political Authority

Between ���� and ���� Persianized Muslim Turks based in Afghanistan 
defeated the major dynastic houses then ruling over northern India and, in 
����, established the Delhi Sultanate (����… �
��), named after its capital 
city. From then until the advent of the British Raj in the late eighteenth 
century, the greater part of South Asia was ruled by dynasties that traced 
their historical origins to Central Asia or Persia and subscribed to Persian-
ate ideals of a sultanate. In practice, however, the Persianate and Sanskritic 
models of political authority were never pure or mutually exclusive; nor were 
they immune from the expectations of their subject peoples, whose own 
political cultures tended to seep upward into these two transregional mod-
els of power and authority.

The result was hybridized patterns of political behavior. By the four-
teenth century, some Hindu rulers, aspiring for the most powerful and 
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widely known titles then available to them, began referring to themselves 
by the title sultan. They also incorporated into their ruling ideologies rites 
and norms of Persian kingship, such as the idea of justice as a fundamental 
principle of rulership, together with Persian architectural styles and sarto-
rial customs, such as headgear and tunics. By the 
fteenth century, ver-
nacular languages had replaced Sanskrit as the principal medium of political 
discourse, and as this happened, these tongues readily assimilated Persian 
terms pertaining to power or governance. In both the Bengali and Telugu 
languages, for example, the ordinary words for fort, cannon, stirrup, and 
saddle are all Persian; the same is true for terms dealing with technologies 
of knowledge (pen, paper), architecture (bastion, dome), and other domains 
strongly in�uenced by Persianate culture, such as cuisine and dress. In a 
word, India•s gradual incorporation into this expanding Persianate discourse 
of worldly power and statecraft was facilitated by a ruling ideology that had 
jettisoned the political authority of a caliph, focused on principles of univer-
sal sovereignty and justice, and accommodated itself to cultural diversity.

Conversely, and simultaneously, states in India established by immigrants 
or invaders from Central Asia freely assimilated political practices of the 
Rajputs, north India•s indigenous ruling class since at least the tenth century. 
This is seen from the very beginning of Persianate rule in India. Having 
defeated an important Rajput maharaja in ����, thereby gaining control of 
the north Indian plain, Sultan Mù izz al- Din Ghuri (r. ����… ����) imme-
diately minted and put into circulation coins proclaiming his right to rule. 
On one of these he stamped an image of the goddess Lakshmi, imitating 
the coins issued by his defeated Rajput opponent. On the reverse side the 
sultan•s name appeared, not in Persian script but in the locally familiar 
Nagari script, together with Sanskrit honori
cs. The sultan also governed 
in the manner of a classical Indian maharaja, as a sort of over- king reign-
ing over a circle of Indian princes who had been allowed to retain elements 
of their former sovereignty, and to whom he sent signet rings with his name 
carved in Sanskrit. In e�ect, India•s 
rst ruling sultan established a classical 
Indian mandala, or circle of sovereignty, with himself at its center.

By the early fourteenth century, Mù izz al- Din•s successors, the rulers 
of the Delhi Sultanate, leaned even more heavily on Sanskritic political cul-
ture and local understandings of political legitimacy. In ���� Muhammad 
bin Tughluq (r. ���
… 
�), shortly after annexing a large part of the Indian 
peninsula to the Delhi Sultanate, restored a Shiva temple to ordinary 
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worship. The inscription recording this act not only was engraved in San-
skrit but also styled the sultan according to classic Indian titles for a supreme 
emperor, maharajadhiraja sri suratana. The same ruler also adopted Indian 
political rituals relating to the sacred Ganges River. In ����, after estab-
lishing the southern city of Daulatabad as the co- capital of his vast, all- 
India empire, he had Ganges River water carried a distance of forty days• 
journey from north India for his personal use. These actions would have 
recalled the events that occurred around ����, when Maharaja Rajendra 
Chola I famously marched an army a thousand miles from the Tamil coun-
try in India•s deep south up to Bengal, where he defeated local kings and 
then had pots of Ganges water carried back to his southern capital. By 
adopting such measures, rulers of India•s Delhi Sultanate period, though 
rhetorically invested in Persianate norms of kingship, enacted political 
rituals fundamental to the authority of earlier Indian kings.

In their revenue and justice administrations„ the proper business of any 
state, apart from making war„ one sees how deeply Persianate states in 
India had come to rely on local traditions. In �
�
 the sultan of Bijapur, 
who reigned over much of the western portion of the peninsula, announced 
that all o�cial documents would thenceforth be kept not in Persian but in 
the local languages, Kannada and Marathi. He also placed Brahmans in 
key positions of his kingdom•s revenue bureaucracy. Similar measures were 
taken in the sultanate of Golkonda (c. �
��… ����), in the eastern penin-
sula. It is revealing too that despite attempts of Persianate sultanates in pen-
insular India to introduce gold and silver currencies in accordance with 
Middle Eastern standards of weight, metallic content, and inscriptional pro-
grams, local bankers would accept only coinage that conformed to the 
region•s pre- Persianate norms. In the 
fteenth century, rulers of the Bah-
mani sultanate (����… c. �
��) could not prevent bankers and money chang-
ers from melting down state- minted gold dinars and tankas and recoining 
them in a regionally familiar format„ the hon. Indian bankers and mer-
chants had been using this gold coin since it was established by the presti-
gious Chalukya dynasty, which had reigned over much of peninsular India 
between ��� and ����. As late as the seventeenth century Persianate 
sultanates in this region, aware of the continued demand for coinage that 
conformed to Chalukya standards, began minting their own gold hons„ 
albeit without Hindu images and Nagari script„ and carrying out normal 
revenue functions in that currency.
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In sum, while Indian courts of whatever historical origin drew on both 
Persianate and Sanskritic models of political authority, they also assimilated 
considerable local culture into their state institutions, ranging from ver-
nacular languages used for their revenue administrations to local customs 
recognized in adjudicating disputes and coins minted in traditional formats. 
This much we know from court chronicles, inscriptions, coinage, and the 
accounts of foreign travelers. A trickier question is determining how local 
populations assessed their Turco- Persianate rulers, although tantalizing 
shreds of evidence do give clues. For example, in a ���� Sanskrit inscrip-
tion not patronized by the Delhi Sultanate or even known to its o�cers, a 
Brahman priest recorded the construction of a well near Delhi that had 
been 
nanced by a petty Hindu landholder to bene
t local villagers. Closely 
conforming to the format that Indian courts had been using for centuries, 
the inscription opens with a �owery panegyric to and genealogy of the 
current sovereign, Sultan Balban (r. ���
… ��), together with the entire line 
of rulers, both Rajput and Turkish, who had reigned over north India in 
the preceding several centuries. The author evidently saw no sharp break, 
much less a civilizational rupture, between (the Sanskritic) Rajput and (the 
Persianate) Turkish rule in north India. In his view, one dynasty had sim-
ply succeeded another. With Balban identi
ed not by his Persian title of 
sultan but by the Sanskrit honori
c •Nayaka Sri Hammira,Ž Turkish rule 
was smoothly accommodated within conventional Sanskrit tropes of power-
ful and worthy rulers. Indeed, Balban•s realm was said to have enjoyed such 
stability and contentment that even Vishnu„ the great god who appears 
periodically in various incarnations to rescue the world in times of distress„ 
could sleep peacefully on an ocean of milk, without a care in the world. 
Already by the late thirteenth century the Persianate and Sanskritic dis-
cursive universes had begun to overlap each other.

The Mughal State in Operation

In �
�� Zahir al- Din Babur, a Central Asian prince whose lively memoir, 
the Baburnama, has made him one of the most vivid 
gures in Indian 
history, rode down from the mountains of Afghanistan to the wide Indo- 
Gangetic plain, swept away the last dynasty of Delhi sultans, and estab-
lished the Mughal Empire (�
��… ��
�). A proud descendant of the great 
Central Asian warlord Timur (a.k.a. •Tamerlane,Ž r. ����… ���
), Babur 



C O N QU E S T, RU L E R S H I P, A N D  T H E  S TAT E  [ 7� ]

sought to transplant Timurid political and aesthetic norms to north India. 
His descendants would go on to build the largest and most powerful state 
India would see before British imperialists occupied South Asia in the late 
eighteenth century. Although Babur (r. �
��… ��) and his son Humayun 
(r. �
��… ��, �

�) brought fresh infusions of Central Asian and Iranian mil-
itary and administrative personnel to north India, for several decades the 
Mughal state di�ered little from the regime it had replaced.

But the Mughals• third dynast, Akbar (r. �
�
… ���
), profoundly altered 
the empire•s character. Instead of endeavoring to defeat entrenched Rajput 
ruling houses and annex their territories, as the Delhi sultans had long 
sought to do, Akbar made them partners in the Mughal enterprise, enlist-
ing leading Rajputs in a newly created cadre of ruling o�cials. The move 
was both politically astute and mutually advantageous. On their side, the 
Mughals obtained the services of India•s 
nest cavalry, regular tribute pay-
ments, the right to regulate succession within Rajput houses, the circulation 
of Mughal coinage in Rajasthan (the Rajputs• ancestral homeland), safe 
passage through that region for merchants and pilgrims traveling to ports 
on the Arabian Sea, and an e�ective counterweight to a powerful Central 
Asian faction in the Mughal nobility. For their part, the Rajputs received 
high ranks in Akbar•s newly crafted service- elite, guarantees of noninter-
ference in their internal a�airs, a wider arena of political and military action 
since they could now serve throughout the empire, and guarantees that 
they would not be pressured to convert to Islam. This last measure recon-

rmed the classic Persianate ideal of the sultanate, which e�ectively sep-
arated religion and state.

Even more importantly, Akbar•s policy transformed the Mughal state•s 
character by thoroughly indigenizing its ruling culture, as Rajput styles of 
warfare crept into the ranks of the Mughal army, Rajput aesthetics infused 
imperial architecture, and Rajput princesses, who had been incorporated 
in the Mughal harem as part of Akbar•s new policy, became the mothers 
of successive emperors. (Akbar•s harem as a means of creating political alli-
ances is discussed further in chapter	� on gender systems.) All of this had 
the e�ect of gradually assimilating an originally Central Asian dynastic 
house to the norms of north Indian culture. Consider the jharokha, a small, 
elevated balcony that projected from palaces, where Rajput rulers tradi-
tionally sat and were viewed by members of the nobility or commoners. 
Although for Rajputs this had been a strictly political ritual, it resonated 
with the ordinary way in which Hindus interact with the divine world, 
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since establishing mutual visual contact with the image of deities lies at 
the heart of Hindu devotion. Therefore, when Akbar introduced the tra-
dition of jharokha darshan„ i.e., •viewingŽ the jharokha„ in his royal pal-
ace, he was drawing as much on Hindu religious practice as on Rajput 
political ceremony.

Akbar also developed sophisticated institutions for administering the 
empire•s revenue and military systems. Needing a body of capable, talented 
men who could act as generals, governors, advisors, and administrators both 
in the provinces and at the imperial center, he created a new cadre of men 
known as mansabdars, or •holders of a mansabŽ (rank). A direct antecedent 
to the Indian civil service of British colonial and even modern times, the 
•mansabdari systemŽ was a graded hierarchy of ranked o�cers appointed 
directly by the emperor. These were the great public 
gures in the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries, replacing the remnants of the Delhi Sul-
tanate or its successors in every region where the empire expanded. The 
court closely monitored the mansabdars, increasing or decreasing their ranks 
according to their civil and/or military performance. Although Akbar 
recruited only several hundred mansabdars into his ruling elite, the total 
number grew to some eight thousand by the end of the seventeenth century. 
Yet even then the core of the ruling group remained at around 
ve hundred. 
The highest- ranking mansabdars functioned as provincial governors, 
eld gen-
erals, or central ministers, while middle- ranking mansabdars served as fort com-
manders or district or provincial o�cers. The lowest- ranking mansabdars held 
positions as o�ce superintendents or keepers of arsenals.

In a measure that e�ectively merged the empire•s revenue and military 
systems, mansabdars were given land assignments known as jagirs, the size 
and quality of which was carefully calculated to yield each mansabdar suf-

cient revenue to recruit, equip, train, and maintain a speci
ed number of 
cavalry, available to the emperor on demand. Although the Delhi sultans 
had instituted a similar system, inherited from their Persianate political 
ancestors in Central Asia, Akbar•s mansabdari system was far more sophis-
ticated. Notably, Akbar instituted procedures intended to prevent mansab-
dars from acquiring independent power bases. In theory, a mansabdar•s 
position could not be inherited, and a new appointee had to pay a large 
security bond; upon his death, a mansabdar•s property reverted to the state. 
Most importantly, these men were regularly rotated through the empire•s 
domains„ a measure aimed at discouraging their acquiring a local politi-
cal base that might divert their loyalty from the imperial center.
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Since the extent of an emperor•s patronage depended on the amount of 
land available to dispense in the form of revenue assignments, the Mughals 
had an inherent incentive to expand their sovereign territory. However, 
apart from just several decades when they governed parts of the Deccan 
plateau (the heart of peninsular India), the area of the Mughals• e�ective 
rule was limited to the Indo- Gangetic plain. And even within north India, 
their sovereignty was always constrained. This, in turn, brings us to a nota-
ble feature of India•s political history. In striking contrast with Qing 
China, which extended its sovereign territory from Manchuria to Mon-
golia, Turkestan, and Tibet to the west, the Mughals, like the Delhi sultans 
before them, never tried to expand their rule beyond the subcontinent, 
except for a single, abortive foray into northern Afghanistan. Even within 
South Asia, Mughal rule was territorially limited. One reason for this was 
topographical. The Deccan plateau is hemmed in by formidable mountain 
ranges on its northern and western sides, and punctuated by numerous steep 
hills. Over the centuries hundreds of hill forts, taking advantage of the 
region•s natural topography, appeared perched atop the region•s many 
scarps. Whether giving refuge to rebels or serving as power bases for local 
chieftains (zamindars), the plateau•s numerous forti
ed centers inhibited the 
region•s conquest by any one state. In north India, by contrast, the wide, 
�at, and fertile Indo- Gangetic plain„ like Egypt•s Nile Valley but on a 
much grander scale„ proved relatively easy for cavalry- based armies to 
control. Yet even in the north, large, centralized states were more often 
the exception than the rule, suggesting that topography was not the only 
factor inhibiting the emergence of large, stable empires in the Indian 
subcontinent.

More fundamentally, and paradoxically, the expansion of states in the 
Indian subcontinent„ whether informed by the Sanskritic or the Persian-
ate model of power and authority„ was limited by the very factors that 
caused them to expand. In the Sanskritic model a righteous king, like a 
chess player carefully maneuvering his pieces on the board, followed an 
elaborate geopolitical strategy aimed at creating around his royal court a 
circle (mandala) of subordinate rulers. These might be distant kings, 
would- be rivals, or even former enemies. As a result, although a king•s 
circle of subordinate rulers might be forged from success in combat, it was 
maintained by an exchange of honors. The paradox, however, was that in 
return for gaining public recognition as a supreme overlord, a maharaja 
had to dispense to his subordinates much of the substance of governance: 
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administering justice, collecting revenue, raising armies. As a result, the 
more vassals (dependent states) a king gathered within his realm, thereby 
expanding his notional sovereign domain, the more e�ective power he 
lost. Moreover, because numerous actors were all playing by the same prin-
ciples on the same geopolitical chessboard, India•s political space between 
roughly the 
fth and thirteenth centuries became crowded, with no sin-
gle power ever able to control anything approaching the greater part of 
that space.

After the thirteenth century, a similar dynamic limited the territorial 
reach of Persianate states, including the largest of them all, the Mughals. 
Notwithstanding that empire•s association with images of power and 
grandness„ their very name having entered English as a synonym for a 
great person or magnate, or indeed anything •bigŽ„ the Mughals always 
interacted with indigenous communities, especially in provinces dis-
tant from the imperial center. That, after all, was where imperial o�-
cials encountered, and had to engage with, local elites of various sorts: 
powerful merchants, recalcitrant zamindars, petty functionaries, entrenched 
gentry, village headmen, etc. Recognizing that imperial sovereignty could 
be established only by sharing its perquisites with a myriad of such local 
power holders, Mughal o�cials had constantly to negotiate and compro-
mise with these 
gures who, for whatever reason, were socially or politi-
cally important. This meant, quite simply, that the Mughal state was 
anything but a Leviathan. Paradoxically, while sharing power with local 
players served to expand Mughal authority along the periphery of its bor-
ders, it was at the expense of further empowering those same players. 
This had not only diluted central authority but also transformed the char-
acter of the empire. In e�ect, each and every deal made with a local power 
holder, no matter how petty he might be in the Mughals• vast imperial 
machine, chipped o� a tiny bit of sovereignty from the imperial center.

In a curious way, then, the Persianate model of the Indian sultanate„ 
even in its largest, most majestic, Mughal incarnation„ su�ered a fate not 
unlike that of its Sanskrit predecessors. Maharajas of earlier dynastic houses 
had demonstrated their pretensions to universal dominion by exchanging 
honors with vassals, which in practice meant authorizing the latter to 
engage in the substance of governance. In like manner, Mughal o�cials 
on the periphery of the realm negotiated with existing power holders in 
ways that diluted central authority. A notable instance of this is seen in the 
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late seventeenth century when the emperor `Alamgir (r. ��
�… ����) was 
campaigning along the Mughals• southern frontiers. Intent upon realizing 
the old north Indian ambition of conquering the Deccan, the emperor 
o�ered inducements to local commanders or chieftains to join the Mughals 
as imperial mansabdars. But since the principal such inducement was land 
in north India, much of which had already been assigned to other o�cers 
in the form of jagirs, the emperor•s initiatives e�ectively disenfranchised 
older sections of the nobility. Such a policy of •robbing Peter to pay PaulŽ 
inevitably created tensions within the imperial service, ultimately contrib-
uting to the decay of the empire as a whole.

The same political factors that constrained the territorial expansion of 
India•s largest empire in the early modern era also constrained lesser poli-
ties. It would be wrong, however, to view the resulting state of political 
fragmentation as some sort of failing on the part of Indian states, in con-
trast to the more consistently centralized empires of their Chinese contem-
poraries. A decentralized political condition was no more a failing for India 
then than it was for contemporary European states. Indeed, it is sometimes 
argued that Europe•s smaller, more coherent, and more compact states had 
a cultural and political dynamism not found in sprawling, top- heavy 
empires. More states meant more courts, and hence more patronage and 
opportunities for literati and artists, which raised the overall level of cul-
tural production in both India and Europe. A greater number of royal 
courts also fostered greater diversity in cultural production, as regional 
states patronized artistic and literary traditions unique to their regions.

The same principle holds true for technological research and experi-
mentation. During the tumultuous sixteenth century, when gunpowder 
technology spread throughout India, intense interstate rivalries led to 
remarkable advances in the making of matchlocks and cannons. The most 
impressive advances, however, were made not in the sprawling Mughal 
realm in the north but among the fragmented sultanates of the Deccan 
plateau. There, continual warfare among antagonistic states led to a sort of 
arms race. This in turn stimulated extraordinary advances in 
rearms tech-
nology that in some respects were centuries ahead of anything developed 
in Europe, such as the world•s 
rst large cannons mounted atop towering 
bastions, capable of ���° rotation.
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China„ Sources of Qing Imperial Ideologies

Both the Mughal and the Qing empires indirectly inherited traditions of 
universal rulership from Mongol conquerors and rulers of the thirteenth 
and fourteenth centuries. But universal pretensions in early modern ruler-
ship could take a great variety of forms. In Central Asia and across the Ira-
nian plateau, where Turkic- speaking peoples outnumbered the Mongols 
themselves, the latter were dependent upon and in some sense absorbed 
into the Turkic mainstream, usually adopting Sunni Islam. Since the Turkic 
peoples of this region had already been integrated into the Persian literary 
and ideological world, the Mughals„ themselves Persianized Turks„ 
had weak ties with Mongol culture. As a result, even though Babur was 
distantly descended from Chinggis Khan (r. ����… ��) through his female 
ancestors, the political traditions that he and his successors brought to India 
were nested mainly in Persianate court culture and ideology„ especially as 
articulated by Babur•s ancestor Timur, as described above. In order to create 
claims to universal dominion, those traditions tended toward a hybridized, 
cosmopolitan fusion of their imported ruling practices and local Hindu, and 
especially Rajput, traditions.

Mongol overlords in China during the Yuan period (����… ����) con-
tinued to use the Mongolian language and religion as their primary tools 
of government, while the political life of the lineage descended from 
Chinggis Khan and his grandson Khubilai Khan (r. ����… ��) remained 
unbroken in parts of Mongolia down to the seventeenth century. After the 
fall of the Mongols in China and the establishment of the Ming dynasty in 
����, a group of Mongols returned to eastern Mongolia and established the 
•Northern YuanŽ empire. For a century and half the Northern Yuan 
regime attempted to unite all of Mongolia under its control. Although they 
failed to do so, they did perpetuate a complex ruling ideology that histo-
rians have called •Chinggisid.Ž This ideology included (�) a special role in 
ceremony and political participation for descendants of Chinggis Khan; (�) 
the notion of the Mongol supreme ruler, or khaghan, as a secular ruler 
endorsed by Heaven (Tengri), the lineage elites, and the hierarchs of Tibetan 
Buddhism; and (�) the use of the Tibetan Buddhist Mah� k� la cult to 
transfer the consciousness of Chinggis Khan and other conquerors to the 
living khaghan.

When the Yuan Empire of the Mongols had gained control of Manchu-
ria in the thirteenth century, its rulers appointed traditional local headmen 
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as Yuan o�cials who were then obliged to render tribute and enforce 
imperial law. In the centuries after the fall of the Yuan in ����, Manchuria 
was divided by regional alliances. They sancti
ed politically signi
cant 
occasions by the performance of shamans who could assure the approval 
of the spirits of mountains, forests, waters, or other natural features. In the 
seventeenth century, the Qing emperors traced their earliest political ances-
tor to one of these Yuan- period appointments. In their view, this was one 
direct source of their ancestral state, which had been organized in the late 
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries by Nurgaci (r. ����… ��), who 
became a leader of a group of native Jurchens (later known as Manchus) in 
southern Manchuria. Nurgaci•s Aisin (or Jin) Khanate, created in ����, had 
already absorbed several distinctive bases of authority and legitimacy„ 
namely, the Turkic ideology of the khan as a transregional leader and law-
giver, and the Mongol ideology of the khaghan as the supreme ruler. He 
also adapted the northern Asian tradition of the aristocratic estate encom-
passing people, herds, equipment, and rights, making it the basis of what 
would later be called the Eight Banners system. In their early forms, the 
banners were the property of the princes of the ruling council, enrolling 
families under their authority in military enterprises. By these means the 
population and the military forces were controlled through one adminis-
tration, allowing Nurgaci to consolidate his control over the contending 
villages and federations of the region.

In ����, just two years after founding the Aisin Khanate, Nurgaci 
declared war on the Ming Empire. By ���� he controlled enough of the 
Ming province of Liaodong to establish a capital in the city of Shenyang 
(whose name the Manchus translated into Mukden), where he employed 
Chinese bureaucrats to create a civil infrastructure of his state. These 
bureaucrats represented Nurgaci as a ruler who revered the traditional Chi-
nese ruling virtues and who could be trusted to govern Liaodong•s large 
population and rich economy. Nurgaci died in ���� while still pursuing 
war against the Ming and was succeeded by his son Hong Taiji (r. ����… ��), 
who initiated a second war against the Chinggisid Khaghanate (a continu-
ation of the Northern Yuan) in eastern Mongolia. In ���� the war in Mon-
golia concluded with absorption of the Chinggisid state, its cult objects, its 
aristocracy, and a good portion of its population. The e�ect upon the 
victorious Aisin Khanate was remarkable, as its institutions and nomen-
clature were changed. The process culminated in the establishment of the 
Qing Empire in ����, ruled for the 
rst time by an •emperorŽ (huangdi). 
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At the moment of its creation, the Qing rulership encompassed the rituals, 
the rhetoric, and many of the institutions of three systems of rule„ the 
emperors of China, the Great Khans of the Mongols, and the headmen of 
Manchuria.

The early Qing rulers decided not to have one system of rule supersede 
another or to blend old and new elements into a hybridized whole. Instead, 
they increasingly directed their performance of rulership toward di�erent 
audiences, representing di�erent phases of the Qing conquest. The foun-
dation population, the Jurchens, now known as Manchus, were still gov-
erned through the Eight Banners organizations that dated to Nurgaci•s 
earliest days of local rule, before the creation of the Aisin Khanate. The 
Manchus addressed the Qing rulership in Manchu, while edicts from the 
emperor came to them in Manchu (or that was the ideal). They mediated 
their relationships with the emperor and with Heaven through shamanic 
rituals, and they had a hereditary obligation to remain military slaves of 
the ruler. For his part, the emperor continued his role as a traditional north-
eastern khan by practicing Manchu- style shamanism in the imperial com-
pound, by keeping Manchus as his closest bodyguards and retainers, and 
by personally demonstrating his skills in the traditional military art of 
horseback archery.

The next ruling personality added to the Qing emperorship was derived 
from the Mongols and from Mongol systems of rule. These contributions 
began as early as ����, when Mongols escaping pressure from the Ching-
gisid Khaghanate in eastern Mongolia appealed to Nurgaci for support and 
recognized him by the Mongol title khaghan, making him in title the equal 
of the Chinggisids. Beginning at that time and continuing through the 
defeat of the Chinggisids in ����, Mongols of various federations became 
members of the Aisin aristocracy by marrying into the ruling lineage, and 
many other Mongols joined the Eight Banners, where special units were 
eventually created for them. By the time the Qing emperorship emerged 
in ����, Hong Taiji ruled the Mongols not only as leader of the Manchus 
but also as a Mongol ruler in his own right. He inherited the khaghan tra-
dition of Chinggis through his mother (a similarity to Babur in some ways) 
and the distinct role of cakravartin (the Buddhist ruler extending enlight-
enment to all nations, modeled on Emperor Ashoka [r. ���… ��� BCE], 
whose Edicts helped spread Buddhism throughout ancient India). Loyal 
Mongols would thereafter address the Qing rulers in Mongolian, in terms 
resembling those once used to address the Chinggisid rulers, and accept 
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them as the legitimate heirs to control of Mongolia; those dissenting would 
discredit the Qing pose as the successors of Chinggis. For their part, the Qing 
emperors patronized the Tibetan Buddhism that had become the greatest 
symbol of rule in Mongolia. They also patronized the friendly Mongolian 
aristocracy and made regular sojourns in Mongolia to hunt with the Mon-
gols and perform their traditional rituals. Mongols outside the Eight Banners 
were also administered by their own government within the Qing state, 
the Lifanyuan. As a formal state o�ce the Lifanyuan dated to ����, though 
its functions could be traced to the earliest times of Mongol a�liation 
with the Aisin Khanate.

The last component added to the Qing state and emperorship was the 
civil government adopted from the Ming and used to administer conquered 
Chinese- speaking territories. The Chinese political traditions to which 
Nurgaci appealed after his conquest of Liaodong had been shaped 
rst by 
the Han Empire in China (��� BCE… ��� CE) and taken up in an increas-
ingly conscious way by subsequent empires based there, whether ruled by 
Chinese, Turks, Tibetans, Kitans, or Jurchens. There was a legal code under-
lying this model, which in its prescriptions for hierarchy and di�erentiated 
punishments based on status probably preserved the basic content of the 
Han Empire•s laws through the centuries. An ideological tradition„ by 
Qing times, based on the Four Books of Confucian scholarship„  helped 
unify imperial o�cials (see also chapter	
). There was also a ritual structure, 
bringing together ancient themes of worship of Heaven, Earth, the ances-
tral spirits, and seasonal changes with speci
c veneration of Confucius 
(

�… ��� BCE). And there was a very strong rhetorical tradition allowing 
the emperor to express himself as a moral guardian and not as the head of 
a state based on extraction or coercion. Foremost among the rhetorical 
themes was that of •benevolent government,Ž according to which the state 
acted to prevent predation upon the common people by elites, used its 
powers to protect the people and encourage agriculture, and maintained a 
harmonious relationship between humanity and Heaven.

Governments ful
lling these ideals were regarded as enjoying the •Man-
date of HeavenŽ„ the endorsement of a supreme deity that either sus-
tained the current dynasty or led to its replacement by another. Stability 
was theoretically achieved not by state coercion but by the recognition of 
mutual obligations between social classes. This included both the obliga-
tion of educated men, empowered either through landowning or through 
government appointment, to protect the powerless, and the obligation of 
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the powerless to revere the powerful. Over the centuries, realization of 
these ideals in any particular empire ranged from incidental to negligible, 
but as an ideology this system was indispensable to Chinese emperorship. 
Moreover, although the ideology produced strong rulers in relation to the 
aristocracy or other rival elites, it did not change the dynamics of a tiny state 
in a huge and complex society. Hence, the ideological appeal to coopera-
tive elites and an acquiescent population were essential to the functioning 
of China•s imperial systems.

There was comparatively little in the way of amalgamation, synthesiz-
ing, or fusion among these rulerships before the nineteenth century, in con-
trast to the Mughal style of rulership, which combined Sanskritic and 
Persianate traditions into a hybridized whole. This may be because through 
the reign of the Qianlong emperor (r. ����… �
), the regions conquered by 
the Qing and contributing the distinctive traditions of legitimacy remained 
distinct as political districts. Manchuria, China, and Mongolia were all very 
clearly represented in the legal codes and historical geography of the Qing 
Empire. In state pronouncements, the emperors generally distinguished 
clearly among these regions, even if the exact vocabulary varied with time 
and circumstance. Their distinctness was reinforced by the fact that each 
region loosely corresponded to a government, or set of departments, within 
the imperial state. And there was the custom of accommodating the ritu-
als and political practices of both the conquering caste and the majority 
population (usually Chinese- speaking), dating back to the time of the 
Northern Wei (���… 
��) state. Each impersonation was linked to its own 
places, language, dress, and religious ideas. This pattern was found in other 
empires based in China, including the Tang (���… ���) and Jin (���
… ����). 
A high priority was placed on keeping these lesser rulerships separately rec-
ognizable within the greater rulership, not fragmented or fused together 
to the point of losing their distinctness, and losing the facility to represent 
distinct groups who had taken a role in conquest.

One may call this political and ideological tradition •simultaneity,Ž in 
the sense that the Qing emperor simultaneously addressed each of the 
empire•s three major political communities in its own traditional idiom. 
This pattern was further elaborated in the eighteenth century, when Tibet 
was added to the amalgam of political constituencies, albeit with careful 
excisions. A posture of imperial discipleship to the Tibetan hierarchs, par-
ticularly the Dalai Lama, was expressed in imperial language, religion, and 
architecture. But the people and the territory of Tibet remained a blank in 
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imperial speech and behavior. In the mid- eighteenth century, Qing rulers 
fashioned another carefully tailored persona for the Xinjiang region. 
Although it ignored Islam and most of the Xinjiang population, this per-
sona was built on the Uighur language, the history of Turkic- speaking 
nomads in Xinjiang and western Mongolia, and the genealogies of the very 
small number of Su
 lineages that had facilitated the Qing conquest of the 
region.

An outstanding feature of Qing literature and monuments was the par-
allel placement of multiple languages„ usually Manchu, Mongolian, and 
Chinese, but in the later period also Tibetan and Uighur„ carrying more 
or less the same message, as if the emperor were radiating his meanings to 
various audiences simultaneously. This style of simultaneous rulership was 
found in other continental •conquest empiresŽ of Eurasia, perhaps most 
obviously the Ottoman Empire (����… ����) and Tsarist Russia (���
… ����). 
In these instances, two factors seemed to have driven this political and ide-
ological strategy. First, at the initial time of conquest, rulers of the empires 
had depended upon soldiers and administrators from the newly conquered 
population. With simultaneously represented rulership, the conquered 
could see their values of political legitimacy represented alongside those of 
the conquerors. Second, by representing the political ideologies and cul-
tural values of the separate conquered peoples within their rulership, the 
Qing, Ottoman, and Russian rulers could in�uence the identity, beliefs, and 
practices of their diverse populations. This helped preserve the long- term 
stability of elites in both empires. Not surprisingly, simultaneous rulership 
was the mark of an empire of conquest. Once the conquests had ceased 
and the leadership was consolidated, laws and ceremonies reifying cultural 
identities became in�uential in the regulation of status.

How credible did each of the empire•s intended audiences 
nd the 
Qing court•s various impersonations? Manchus appear to have taken their 
relationship to the khan fairly seriously, as it was emblematic of their 
livelihoods as dependents of the court. Mongol reactions were split between 
those regarding the Qing emperors as true heirs of Chinggis Khan and those 
regarding the pose as a tool to undermine Mongol independence. Among 
Chinese o�cials and the scholarly class from which they were drawn, 
there was a general acceptance of the Qing emperors as rulers successfully 
ful
lling the ideals of benevolent government, speci
cally by restoring 
civil order after the failure of the Ming and its successor, the short- lived 
Shun dynasty (����). They approved of the fact that the Qing preserved 
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the traditional institutions of annual worship, maintained the examination 
system, and constantly exhorted the population to honor the traditional 
hierarchies based on class, generation, and gender. A minority among the 
Chinese voiced their rejection of the Manchus as barbarian conquerors 
who, in the mold of the Mongols four hundred years earlier, had come to 
China only to dominate and exploit. Unlike the Mongols before them, 
the Qing court sought to discover such acts of treason by conducting 
home inspections, trials for sedition, and literary inquisitions, and they pun-
ished o�enders so severely that the opposition remained almost entirely 
underground.

The Qing Empire in Operation

The Eight Banners had originally administered the entire local population 
under Nurgaci•s control, but as the conquests spread to China the Banner-
men became distinct and segregated agents of occupation. They and their 
families were settled in walled compounds, with their own lands, grazing 
areas, living quarters, entertainment districts, and graveyards. This created 
many complications for the imperial state. First, by separating this large 
portion of the Eight Banners from their traditional livelihoods in the north-
east, the court had made all Banner families dependents of the state. Prob-
lems in paying their salaries and supplying them with grain became evident 
almost immediately. At the same time, the state•s requirements that Ban-
nermen retain distinct cultural identities did not work. Bannermen were 
required to live in the garrison compounds, work as soldiers or in mili-
tary support, speak and write Manchu (or, if they were Mongol, Mongo-
lian) in all o�cial communications, and avoid relations„ most speci
cally 
marriage„ with the locals. Within only a couple of decades of the conquest, 
the emperors were aware that almost none of these rules was being consis-
tently or universally observed. At the same time, using the Eight Banners 
as an occupation force severely limited their usefulness in further con-
quests in Taiwan, Mongolia, Tibet, and Xinjiang, since they were nowhere 
near the front. New soldiers were constantly recruited from among civilian 
Chinese, and the state struggled to coordinate its increasingly complex mil-
itary populations and its campaigns of conquest. In the early eighteenth 
century a new central coordinating o�ce, the Grand Council, was 
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created, but it could do little to control the cultural identities and outlooks 
of the Eight Banner soldiers settled in the Chinese provinces.

The Lifanyuan or Frontiers Department„ the state o�ce originally 
created to manage the a�airs of Mongols who were not in the Eight 
Banners„ gradually assumed more general duties. It temporarily adminis-
tered territories that came under direct military control in Xinjiang, and 
it managed communications between the Qing court and the Dalai Lama, 
who controlled part of Tibet. Later, the Frontiers Department became the 
comprehensive instrument for administering the empire•s indirect rule over 
these regions. The department had its own treasury, personnel o�ce, dip-
lomatic reception courts, translation o�ces, law code, and judicial system. 
The appointment or con
rmation of Mongolian, Turkestani, or Tibetan 
clerics, tax and tribute collection, and adjudication of disputes were all 
under its jurisdiction. Perhaps inevitably, the process of conquest and con-
solidation caused a seepage of its jurisdiction and authority. The Eight Ban-
ners supplied most of the o�cials to the Frontiers Department, whether or 
not they were appointed to military posts. Military campaigns in western 
Mongolia and eastern Turkestan required coordination between the Fron-
tiers Department and the policies of the Eight Banners. For a time, parts 
of the southwestern provinces of Sichuan and Yunnan were administered 
by the Frontiers Department, owing to the strategic signi
cance of these 
regions to the Qing position in Tibet. But the imperial policy of assimilating 
and progressively regularizing the administration of the southwest gradually 
put these matters under the authority of the civil government.

The civil government, initiated after the capture of the Ming provin-
cial government at Shenyang and later acquired whole with the conquest 
of Beijing, was largely kept in its Ming form. There were small amend-
ments made to accommodate the emperor•s multiple cultural identities, but 
in general Qing innovations consisted of the introduction of the earlier gov-
ernments of the Eight Banners and the Lifanyuan. The civil government 
mainly managed imperial edicts, the criminal courts, census taking, pop-
ulation, and the writing of history. It also administered an examination sys-
tem, modeled in principle on the traditional examination system by which 
Chinese o�cials were made eligible for employment (though there was a 
translation component for candidates whose o�cial language was Man-
chu or Mongolian). O�cials at the highest level of the Qing bureaucracy, 
the traditional Hanlin Academy, were expected to read Manchu as well as 
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Chinese, since both languages were necessary to the business of the impe-
rial court. But at the level of the central o�ces for history, law, mainte-
nance of public works, and appointments, the bureaucracy of the Qing 
functioned along the same general lines as had the Ming civil bureaucracy 
before it. This was true to the point of virtually no increase in the number 
of county magistrates who had worked under the Ming, despite the fact 
that the Qing empire grew to be much bigger. The civil bureaucracy used 
Chinese as its administrative language and addressed the emperor through 
the same rituals and used the same physical venues in Beijing as had their 
Ming predecessors. Considerable power devolved to the civilian govern-
ment during the conquest period. Indeed, by the later seventeenth century, 
a set of southern provincial regimes had become so independent that the 
Qing court had to prosecute a civil war to root out secessionist tendencies. 
Over the course of the eighteenth century, however, the central govern-
ment reclaimed power through a torrent of literary inquisitions, prosecu-
tions for corruption and factionalism, and a rewriting of seventeenth- century 
history aimed at discrediting some of the leading bureaucratic lineages of 
the civil government.

India and China Contrasted:  
Di�erent Responses to Similar Problems

The Mughals and the Qing were both originally expansive empires of con-
quest, but their di�erences are instructive. For their part, the Qing after 
conquering China conducted repeated wars to conquer all of Mongolia, 
and they were eventually drawn into Tibet and eastern Turkestan. They also 
made the 
rst incorporation of Taiwan into an empire based in China, and 
expended signi
cant resources attempting to expand into Nepal, Burma, 
and Vietnam. By contrast, the Mughals had far more limited territorial ambi-
tions, restricting their major annexations to the north Indian plain and 
eastern Afghanistan. It is true that they coveted peninsular India, as had 
the Delhi sultans before them. Yet the Mughals learned nothing from the 
Delhi Sultanate•s failure to hold Deccani territory that it had conquered in 
the early fourteenth century. For unlike in north India, peoples south of 
the Narmada River had never subscribed to the legitimacy of Delhi as 
India•s •naturalŽ capital. Thus, from ���� to ����, the emperor `Alamgir 
doggedly and vainly campaigned across the ever- rebellious Deccan plateau, 
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squandering the wealth of an empire that would soon show signs of internal 
decay.

Both empires also patronized the dominant cultures of their respective 
subject populations, but in very di�erent ways. In the case of the Qing, 
the emperor was simultaneously a khan to the Bannermen, a khagan to the 
Mongols, and a huangdi to the Chinese. Depending on context, he could 
also be a Mongol hunter, a Daoist priest, a Manchu warrior, a Confucian 
scholar, or a Buddhist monk. This was a di�cult act, to say the least, and not 
entirely convincing to all subjects all the time, but it appears to have been 
su�ciently convincing to enough subjects enough of the time, at least before 
the nineteenth century. After that, the Qing sought to recast themselves as 
archetypes of a newly recognized •nationalŽ culture, but that attempt failed, 
as did similar attempts in Tsarist Russia and the Ottoman Empire.

In contrast to the Qing practice of fashioning distinct imperial personae, 
the Mughal emperors worked in a more amalgamizing style, blending the 
political cultures of their subject populations into a hybridized, com-
posite whole. Thus, aware of the original sources of their legitimacy, they 
presented themselves as proud heirs to the Central Asian political legacy of 
Timur (•TamerlaneŽ). Babur saw himself as institutionalizing in India the 
very sort of Timurid kingdom that he was unable to establish in his native 
Central Asia, adopting the same titles by which his ancestor Timur had 
associated himself with Mongol rule. The Mughals also cultivated a self- 
image as millennial sovereigns and projected this image onto Timur, whom 
they called the •Lord of Conjunction.Ž In the seventeenth century emperor 
Shah Jahan (r. ����… 
�), making a clear reference to Timur, grandly referred 
to himself as the •Second Lord of Conjunction.Ž Re�ecting the in�uence 
of the Iranian components of their ruling class, Mughal emperors associ-
ated their rule with the sun, drawing both on Su
 Illuminationist thought 
and on ancient Iranian traditions that stressed the primacy of the sun and 
represented the emperor as embodying emanations of divine light. Accord-
ingly, Akbar replaced the Islamic calendar with the Persian solar calendar, 
Jahangir (r. ���
… ��) commissioned paintings depicting himself enveloped 
by the sun and the moon, and Shah Jahan was depicted with rays of sun-
light striking his halo. From Akbar•s time on, Mughal rulers also incorpo-
rated a wide spectrum of Rajput political culture, enlisting leading Rajputs 
into the elite mansabdari service corps and Rajput women into the impe-
rial harem. By sitting in small, elevated balconies ( jharokha) that projected 
from their palaces where they could be viewed by elites and commoners 
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alike, Akbar and his successors directly participated in a traditional Rajput 
political ceremony that would have been familiar to all Indians.

With respect to the recruitment of elites and government o�cials, the 
Qing and the Mughals faced similar problems but produced di�ering solu-
tions. In the Qing period, high- ranking o�cials of the Eight Banners or 
the Frontiers Department shared a reverence for the emperor that obvi-
ated cultural di�erences, whereas civil o�cials were largely recruited via 
China•s traditional examination system. Because this system required life-
long immersion in a relatively 
xed set of texts, successful candidates shared 
a public ideological consensus that could transcend private philosophical 
and cultural di�erences. The result was a network of local magistrates, 
working under provincial governors, who could be relied upon to handle 
local 
nancial and security issues without routine consultation with the 
capital (though with a rigorous system of reporting local problems). The 
system therefore served the Qing regime•s strategic goals of achieving long- 
term stability and of reproducing an elite that in theory would be both 
loyal and competent.

The Mughals, instead of instilling ideological conformity among its rul-
ing elite through something like the Qing•s examination system, relied on 
a highly regulated system of nomination as its primary means of recruit-
ing new talent into the ruling class. High- ranking o�cers in the mansab-
dari system nominated candidates whose credentials were then examined 
and vetted by court o�cials„ and in theory by the emperor himself. If 
approved, these recruits were given appointments, typically in the form of 
land assignments, or jagirs, where they were expected not only to collect 
revenue but also to recruit, maintain, and lead a speci
ed number of cav-
alry. Since new recruits to the imperial service were already known to those 
nominating them and were often related to them by blood, the ruling class 
gradually took on a distinctly hereditary quality. By the mid- seventeenth 
century, relatives of powerful nobles entered imperial service not only on 
the death of their patron- relative but even during his lifetime. In fact, sons 
of the highest- ranking mansabdars were normally enrolled as mansabdars 
themselves. Although they could not inherit their fathers• rank or titles and 
had to begin their careers with a relatively low rank, they were marked for 
promotion and rapid advancement in the system. India and China thus pres-
ent a sharp contrast in how they recruited men into their respective ruling 
classes. Whereas the Mughals were more concerned with reproducing 
hereditary power and stabilizing a loyal aristocracy, the Qing valued a �uid 
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class of civil o�cials whose highest priority would always be preservation 
of the concentrated personal power of the ruler.

In terms of more practical imperial life, Mughal and the Qing rulers 
were both acutely aware of problems inherent in having a large imperial 
lineage, especially the problem of succession. But their solutions were dif-
ferent. The very early Qing did not use primogeniture, but followed the 
old northeast Asian practice whereby a council of princes selected new 
rulers by merit rather than by birthright. In an attempt to minimize princely 
rivalry and intrigue, the Kangxi emperor (r. ����… ����) secretly named a 
successor among his sons, starting the practice of not revealing the identity 
of a new emperor until the death of the former one. In other ways„ such 
as establishing imperial court control over the Banners, refusing to invest 
princes with 
efs, and using a network of spies to keep an eye on aristo-
crats and high o�cials„ the Qing attempted to prevent the imperial lin-
eage from becoming a political theater. The succession struggles of the 
late seventeenth century and even the deadly strife between regencies and 
the imperial lineage in the late nineteenth century show that the emperors 
were not entirely successful in this; but in comparison to the imperial lin-
eage dramas of the Ottoman and Russian empires, the Qing appear rela-
tively placid.

For speci
c reasons, however, even the Ottoman and Russian struggles 
look tame compared to the Mughals, who had more directly inherited 
Turco- Mongol traditions of imperial succession, according to which a new 
ruler came to power as a result of violent contests between the sons of a 
deceased ruler. In order to avoid the destabilizing e�ects of such struggles, 
and being well aware of the dangers of Turco- Mongol traditions of allowing 
princes to govern provinces for long periods of time, the Mughals regularly 
rotated their princes through provincial appointments. They also required 
princes to make regular trips to the imperial court to pay paternal homage, 
in addition to using spies and informants to keep tabs on their political 
activities. But none of these measures prevented princes from cultivating 
their own political bases, or violent succession struggles from breaking out 
after an emperor•s death, some becoming fratricidal civil wars. By contrast, 
neighboring states (i.e., not only the Ottomans but also the Uzbeks and 
Safavids) avoided such wars either by executing their princes or by con
ning 
them in court, thereby depriving them of valuable hands- on experience 
in	governance. Nor did the Mughals adopt primogeniture or any system 
of succession less traumatic than outright fratricidal struggles. Though 
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sometimes violent, the system did guarantee that new rulers had the ben-
e
t of considerable political and military experience before assuming the 
throne, and that the •best- networkedŽ among competing princes 
would ultimately reign.

These striking di�erences in approach to conquest parallel equally strik-
ing di�erences in accommodation of diverse cultural identities within 
their realms. For example, India and China had very di�erent approaches to 
the related problem of language and geography. Since Chinese is written 
in semi- ideographic characters, not phonetically based letters, it was pos-
sible from early imperial times for elites of very diverse geographical and 
dialectal communities to participate„ across both space and time„ in a 
common written culture. This continued during the Qing, though the 
nature of Qing rulership required that in public monuments and various 
aspects of court administration, Manchu and Mongolian were also promi-
nently used. Particularly in the eighteenth century, the court•s determina-
tion to keep the Manchu language as the emblem of the conquerors• identity 
produced the interlocking developments of imperial pressure to standard-
ize the language and to publish dictionaries and primers. This unusual 
accessibility of written Manchu had an impact at the time and also today, 
but over time the ability of written Chinese to transcend di�erences of 
language and dialect made it the more critical language in most aspects 
of direct imperial administration, and provided a clear basis for a national 
language after the Qing demise.

India had nothing like this. While the Mughals endeavored to stamp a 
sense of imperial uniformity on their realm„ and in �
��, Akbar declared 
Persian the sole language for all levels of the empire•s judicial and revenue 
bureaucracies„ their far- �ung empire embraced di�erent vernacular lan-
guage communities. And since all South Asian vernacular languages use 
phonetic scripts, no one of them could completely su�ce for written com-
munication. Persian, though the mother tongue of very few native Indi-
ans, became the tool for socioeconomic advancement for upwardly mobile 
Indians ( just as English would do in India under the British Raj). But 
around the beginning of the second millennium, when India•s various ver-
naculars began to appear in writing and to be used in state bureaucracies, 
the sovereign territory of states tended to coincide with the distribution of 
spoken languages. Rulers of the Delhi Sultanate used the transregional Per-
sian language only at the highest level of administration, while conduct-
ing	 their local administration in newly emerging written vernaculars. 
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Consequently, with that kingdom•s decline in the 
fteenth century, regional 
states emerging from its former provinces promoted their respective ver-
naculars as their o�cial language. The tight relation between language and 
state is seen in the decline of Persian usage as imperial fortunes themselves 
began to wane in the eighteenth century, leaving the linguistic founda-
tions of any future state negotiable among the prominent vernaculars. (Lin-
guistic unity and disunity across India and China is discussed further in 
chapter	� on language and literature.)

Conclusion

While there are striking di�erences between the Chinese and Indian early 
modern states, from attitudes toward territorial expansion, state bureau-
cracy, and succession to style in governing across vast di�erences in cul-
ture	and language, there are ultimately many points on which the Mughal 
and Qing empires display both structural and familial similarities, largely 
because the problems they successfully faced were the same. Both regimes 
were originally outsiders who strongly identi
ed 
xed points of historical 
political centrality and established themselves in cities that had been 
important capitals since the thirteenth century. For the Qing, Beijing was 
the political heart of China, largely because it had been from there that 
Khubilai Khaghan and then the Ming had ruled. In India, from ���� sov-
ereignty over the Indo- Gangetic plain was closely associated with rule 
from Delhi. New dynasties aspiring to pan- Indian rule felt compelled to 
make that city their capital, or at least, in the case of the Mughals, their 
principal capital.

Both evolved elaborate administrative systems to extract wealth from 
dense agrarian populations in the form of land taxes, while maintaining 
powerful, land- based armies combining both traditional and artillery- based 
elements. Both maintained enduring contact with the peoples of Central 
and Inner Asia, the great belt of pastoral grasslands stretching from Man-
churia to the Caspian Sea. Although the Mughals• connection to the pastoral 
life (i.e., life where clans followed their herds to seasonal pasture lands) was 
much stronger than that of the Manchus„ who were not nomads but had 
experience of the political history of the pastoral Mongols„ both entered 
their respective sedentary zones as horse- oriented warrior castes and 
attempted to retain these identities after assuming rule. But while acting the 
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role of conquerors they also, over time, came to identify in varying degrees 
with the conquered. They adapted already existing infrastructures for tax-
ation, control of currency, punishment of crime, regulation of internal 
commerce, and so forth.

Ultimately, the rulerships and the strategies of the Qing and the Mughals 
were shaped most profoundly by the exigencies of overland conquest. Each 
remained partly in thrall to a traditional military elite, which not only 
threatened repeated political fragmentation but also left them unprepared to 
deal with foreign economic encroachment. Their tiny„ with respect to 
their large populations and complex economies„ civil governments never 
allowed them to generate the revenue that would have permitted modern-
ization. Instead, each regime was 
nancially devastated by cataclysmic 
civil war. In the case of the Mughals, the exhaustive Deccan campaigns 
(����… ����), which the ageing emperor `Alamgir personally directed for 
twenty- 
ve years against a sea of opponents, devoured imperial resources. 
In the case of the Qing, the Taiping War (��
�… ��) claimed between twenty 
and forty million lives and forced permanent decentralization of its admin-
istrative and 
nancial functions.

And 
nally, in each empire, the penetration of foreign merchant capital 
further weakened control over domestic a�airs. With the conclusion of the 
Opium War (����… ��), European powers acquired concessions from a 
weakened Qing court that allowed foreign investments in large- scale proj-
ects such as railway construction; by the end of the nineteenth century, 
the Japanese, Russians, and several Western European powers had all 
imposed large •spheres of in�uenceŽ in Qing territory, undermining the 
court•s sovereign authority. In India, investments by Western European 
trading companies in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries slowly and 
quietly integrated coastal economies into economic regimes directed from 
Amsterdam, Paris, or London. Initially, this went largely unnoticed in the 
Mughal capital, since Delhi had never conquered much of coastal India in 
the 
rst place. By the late eighteenth century, however, the penetration of 
foreign capital in two commercially rich coastal provinces under Mughal 
rule, Gujarat and Bengal, began having the same corrosive e�ect on Mughal 
authority that the penetration of foreign capital would have in nineteenth- 
century Qing China. By the mid- nineteenth century, both India and China 
were su�ciently entangled in British imperial trade management that the 
Europeans could play their weaknesses o� against each other. Yet neither 
empire developed a national style of rulership or a narrative of successful 
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opposition to foreign intrusion that would have made them appear authen-
tic to the subjects they ruled.

For Further Reading

China

Bartlett, Beatrice	S. Monarchs and Ministers: The Grand Council in Mid- Ch•ing China, 
�
��… ���	 . Berkeley: University of California Press, ����.

Chang, Michael	G. A Court on Horseback: Imperial Touring and the Construction of 
Qing Rule, �
�	… �
�� . Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Asia Center, ����.

Crossley, Pamela Kyle. •The Historical Writing of Qing Imperial Expansion.Ž In 
Oxford History of Historical Writing, Volume	�, ����… ����, ed. Jose Rabasa, Masa-
yuki Sato, Edoardo Tortarolo, and Daniel Woolf. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, March	����.

„ „ . A Translucent Mirror: History and Identity in Qing Imperial Ideology. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, ����.

Dai, Yingcong. The Sichuan Frontier and Tibet: Imperial Strategy in the Early Qing. 
Seattle: University of Washington Press, ����.

Elliott, Mark	C. The Manchu Way: The Eight Banners and Ethnic Identity in Late 
Imperial China. Stanford: Stanford University Press, ����.

Millward, James	A. Beyond the Pass: Economy, Ethnicity, and Empire in Qing Central 
Asia, �
��… ��
� . Stanford: Stanford University Press, ����.

Perdue, Peter	C. China Marches West: The Qing Conquest of Central Eurasia. Cam-
bridge: Harvard University (Belknap) Press, ���
.

Rawski, Evelyn	S. The Last Emperors: A Social History of Qing Imperial Institutions. 
Berkeley: University of California Press, ����.

Rowe, William	T. China•s Last Empire: The Great Qing. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University (Belknap) Press, ����.

Wakeman, Frederic	E.,	Jr. The Great Enterprise: The Manchu Reconstruction of Imperial 
Order in Seventeenth- Century China, Volume��. Berkeley: University of California 
Press, ���
.

India

Alam, Muza�ar Alam and Sanjay Subrahmanyam, eds. The Mughal State, ���
… �
�	.  
New Delhi: Oxford University Press, ����.

Balabanlilar, Lisa. Imperial Identity in the Mughal Empire: Memory and Dynastic Politics 
in Early Modern South and Central Asia. New York: I. B. Taurus, ����.



[ 92 ] PA RT  O N E

Dale, Stephen	F. The Garden of the Eight Paradises: Babur and the Culture of Empire 
in Central Asia, Afghanistan and India (����… ���	) . Leiden: Brill, ����.

„ „ . The Muslim Empires of the Ottomans, Safavids, and Mughals. New York: Cam-
bridge University Press, ����.

Faruqui, Munis. Princes of the Mughal Empire, ��	�… �
�� . Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, ����.

Habib, Irfan. The Agrarian System of Mughal India (���
… �
	
).  �nd	rev. ed. New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press, ����.

Hasan, Farhat. State and Locality in Mughal India: Power Relations in Western India, 
c. ��
�… �
�	.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ����.

Kol�, Dirk	H.A. Naukar, Rajput and Sepoy: The Ethnohistory of the Military Labour 
Market in Hindustan, ���	… ���	 . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, ����.

Kulke, Hermann, ed. The State in India, �			… �
		.  New York: Routledge, ����.
Moin, Azfar. The Millennial Sovereign: Sacred Kingship and Sainthood in Islam. New 

York: Columbia University Press, ����.
Phillips, Andrew. •Civilising Missions and the Rise of International Hierarchies 

in Early Modern Asia.Ž Millennium: The Journal of International Studies ��, no.	� 
(����): ���… ���.

Talbot, Cynthia. Precolonial India in Practice: Society, Region, and Identity in Medieval 
Andhra. New York: Oxford University Press, ����.



[ �� ]

A juxtaposition of the historical landscapes of early modern India 
and China (between �
�� and the early nineteenth century) 
reveals profound di�erences. China has had a long tradition of 

political unity and acceptance of an overarching ideology of social and politi-
cal practice. India is a region with extraordinary ethnic, linguistic, religious, 
geographical, and political diversity. Political and religious regimes were mul-
tiple, and social practice varied with caste, class, region, and religion, rarely 
conforming to a standard pattern. In comparing China and India, this chapter 
emphasizes historical trends, events, and individuals that often escape notice. 
It traces some of the ways gender systems in India and China came to be 
ascribed, misleadingly and self- servingly, stereotypes associated with •exoticŽ 
Asian societies. It brings into view a diverse range of female 
gures, and the 
spaces (schools, homes, rooftops) that were the grounds where gender rela-
tions were negotiated.

The gender ideologies that shaped India and China seem, on the face of 
it, notably similar: the seclusion and restriction of women through cruel 
social and cultural practices such as foot binding in China and purdah (seclu-
sion) in India; the sanctioned suicides of young widows in both societies. 
As you read this chapter, the critical underlying point is to understand the 
gender systems of China and India as sets of relationships negotiated by 
human beings rather than static, harsh, and abstract ideologies imposed 
upon them. Accordingly, this chapter explores some of the ways even the 
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apparently restrictive gender regimes provided emotional rewards and 
allowed for autonomy of action.

Until recently, the histories of the precolonial Indian and Chinese worlds 
were written as if the early modern were no more than a preamble to the 
•modern.Ž This chapter explores more than those terms narrowly con-
cerned with the emergence of a bourgeois, reformist, •modernŽ China or 
India. It also explores how notions and norms of gender shape expecta-
tions and opportunities for men as well as women. To that end, it presents 
a more complex picture of gender by insistently documenting •minorŽ 
forms of agency where none were thought to have existed and investigat-
ing the individual struggles and aspirations that shape all periods of history.

Stereotypes and Western Imperialism

Before examining the historical speci
cities of gender in early modern 
China and India, it is essential to point to the history of the emergence of 
stereotypes and their ongoing legacy. A common moment in the cases 
of both India and China is when the idea and images of women became 
inextricably intertwined with Western expansionism. A very speci
c sense 
of the exotic and at the same time subdued and dutiful woman was created 
by an imperialist projection of fantasy and superiority. Again, the time and 
the landscape of the emergence of actual and imaginary restraints in both 
societies di�er in striking ways.

Eighteenth-  and nineteenth- century British colonial writings on India, 
deemed •histories,Ž constructed a vision of India as a collection of strange, 
unfathomable societies that had no history. These societies were •idyllic,Ž yet 
marked by violence, religiosity, indiscipline, divisiveness, laziness, lust-
fulness, and strangeness„ witness the women, harem, zenana. The Hindi- 
Urdu word zenana (women•s quarters among respectable Hindus and 
Muslims) came to be used interchangeably with the Perso- Arabic word 
harem, which is essentially a descriptive term for the inner, sacred spaces of 
domestic life in palace societies. Like the zenana, the harem is meant to be 
the inner domain of women, but the harem could serve as the living space 
for women across generations and thus was often a larger physical space.

European writings on this luxurious, remote, and inaccessible world 
became especially pervasive with respect to the imperial societies in India. 
If the dynasties happen to be Muslim, as was the case of the Mughals, who 
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ruled most of the Indian subcontinent in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, then the extravagant and extensive descriptions of royal women 
and a sexualized harem become the main focus. Harems were depicted as 
debased polygamous setups where behind secure walls hundreds of veiled 
women, resting on couches with grapes and wine, black eunuchs in atten-
dance, were waiting for the monarch to appear. Mystery and indulgence 
encapsulate such histories. In subsequent capital H histories describing the 
Mughal economy, polity, administration, or empire at large, written by 
both British and Indian scholars, the experiences and the in�uence of 
women were almost entirely wiped out. What could an empire possibly 
have to do with its women?

Up to the seventeenth century, Europeans rarely advanced general prop-
ositions of the •inferiorityŽ of India. At some point in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries, however, a di�erent kind of statement began to 
emerge, one that would become part of the standard image of India. This 
new representation rested upon accounts of speci
c institutions and prac-
tices that were symbolic of the general •barbarityŽ and •debasedŽ condi-
tion of •the East.Ž A new structure of colonial power produced a new 
structure of knowledge, both explicitly based on a belief in the hierarchy 
of civilizations. In the pecking order now drawn up, the British (or the 
British version of Christian civilization) was at the top. Muslims, Hindus, 
and others ranked far below„ with the Muslims sometimes rated better 
than the Hindus, and the Hindus at times seen as superior to the Muslims. 
The signs of the inferiority of the latter set were frequently seen in the place 
assigned to their women. Purdah, sati (a widow committing suicide after 
her husband•s death), child marriage, and the harem became more or less 
equivalent symbols of that barbaric •other.Ž Such premises meant a colo-
nial writer would not need to distinguish among these institutions; one 
•barbaricŽ practice could stand in for the others.

The equally static image of •premodernŽ Chinese women and their 
physical locations and social institutions was likewise shaped by the impres-
sions of European and American traders and missionaries, especially those 
who began arriving in the eighteenth century. Traders• stories of the mys-
terious Forbidden City, which was built in the 
fteenth century and remains 
the largest palace complex in the world, included accounts of imperial 
concubines„ women whom the emperor supported and with some of whom 
he had long- standing romantic and sexual relationships. Earlier stories 
such as the thirteenth- century Travels of Marco Polo had laid the groundwork 
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for a pleasure palace image of concubines who waited on the emperor: 
•such of them as are of approved beauty, and are good and sound in all 
respects, are appointed to attend on the Emperor by turns. Thus six of 
these damsels take their turn for three days and nights, and wait on him 
when he is in his chamber and when he is in his bed, to serve him in any 
way, and to be entirely at his orders.Ž

Nineteenth- century writers had somewhat more accurate information, 
but were no less fascinated by the image of women con
ned for the emper-
or•s pleasure. Thus the American traveler H. O•Shea observed in ����,

Can anything in the jealous and suspicious orient be more religiously 
secluded than the imperial court of Peking?. . .  The •Palace of Earth•s 
ReposeŽ [is] where the empress holds her court and rules over the 
imperial harem, whose only glimpse of the outside world is what they 
can see in the imperial �ower- garden. . . .  In the centre of the gar-
den is an arti
cial mountain surmounted by a pavilion. . . .  From the 
apex of this hill the unfortunate captives can just catch a glimpse of 
the roofs of some of the higher buildings outside the Forbidden City. 
Here the ladies of the court take the only breath of fresh air they can 
hope for till they reach the allotted age of twenty- 
ve years, when 
the imperial concubines are free to return to their homes and parents, 
whom they are never permitted to see during the long years of their 
gilded slavery. . . .  The present young emperor, in addition to his 
seven lawful concubines, has already no less than one hundred and 
thirty others in his harem.

These observations echoed long- standing Chinese fantasies of hundreds of 
beautiful but lonely and neglected palace women, all waiting for the atten-
tion of the emperor. Foot binding, arranged marriage, and concubinage 
attracted a di�erent kind of attention from horri
ed Christian missionar-
ies. Anxious to convince the populace at home of China•s desperate need 
for •ChristianŽ reforms, they wrote at length of the abuse and misery of 
Chinese women. Only rarely did missionaries explain the larger ideologi-
cal system in which the Chinese gender system was embedded„ Confucius•s 
•
ve bondsŽ of the natural order that outlined the mutual obligations of 
ruler to ruled, father to son, husband to wife, elder brother to younger 
brother, and friend to friend. Confucian ideology (like other ideologies 
throughout the world before the twentieth century) taught that men should 
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have authority over their wives, and ritual propriety dictated that women 
should obey their fathers, then their husbands, then their sons (in China, 
this was called the •three followingsŽ). But Confucian emphasis on social 
harmony and 
lial piety imposed constraints on men as well as women.

While there were no such clear- cut, time immemorial •three follow-
ingsŽ for Indian women, a range of prescriptions abounded. The Laws of 
Manu, composed about ��� to ���, indexes severely restricted property 
rights for women, the trend of early marriage, preoccupation with chas-
tity, and a growing concern to maintain inheritance in the male line. The 
eighteenth- century Guide to the Religious Status and Duties of Women (Strid-
harmapaddhati), compiled from ancient scripture by the Hindu scholar 
Tryambakayajvan, emphasized the good wife•s utter devotion to her hus-
band: •The good woman regards her husband as a god. . . .  For the husband 
is god for women; the husband is family; the husband is the goal. There is 
no goal, no deity but the husband.Ž The duties of the ideal Hindu wife 
included waking before her husband to prepare breakfast, doing all the 
housework (even if servants were a�ordable), and caring for the children. 
These acts of devotion were believed to contribute to the maintenance of 
an ordered universe, in the same way that the •three followingsŽ promoted 
cosmic order and social harmony for the Chinese.

Instead of looking at these practices as historically based and evolving 
religious traditions„ and in India, ones that varied widely by region„ they 
were interpreted by Westerners as signs of inferiority and often used to jus-
tify imperialism for the •improvementŽ of women. Reformers paid little 
attention, for example, to the matrilineal inheritance that was practiced by 
by the Nayyars of Kerala and the Bunts and Billava of Karmataka, among 
others across India, or to evidence of women sacri
cing to the gods in 
ancient India even though later this became associated exclusively with 
male practice. Similarly, they ignored that foot binding, a favorite Western 
image of cruelty imposed on Chinese women, had actually originated in 
the tenth to eleventh centuries as an alluring fashion, and that by the early 
modern period, it was a sign of social respectability and Chinese identity. 
Instead, the legacy of exotic debasement oversimpli
ed what were com-
plicated and nonlinear historical developments in gender relations, as will 
be explored further in this chapter.
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Spatial Dimensions of Gender: Harems and Inner 
Quarters, Walled Gardens and Rooftops

Distinct spaces are central to the making of women and men, and male 
and female practices, in any society. In China, classical texts from before 
the 
rst millennium CE advocated a strict separation of family and social 
life into •innerŽ (nei) and •outerŽ (wai) domains, specifying that women•s 
proper place was inner while men•s proper place was in the outer realm. 
This ideal originated from a basic principle of political economy: if men 
devoted themselves to plowing the 
elds while women spun and wove 
inside the home, the populace would be fed and clothed. But this princi-
ple was conjoined with the notion that the family was a microcosm of the 
universe, which implied that properly ordered relations within the family 
were critical to the proper functioning of the cosmos. As a result, by no 
later than the eleventh century the notion that •women are inner, men are 
outerŽ was widely understood as a general norm of social organization.

By the early modern period, philosophical principles of gender segre-
gation had long since been incorporated into the architecture of homes and 
palaces in both China and India. To Western viewers in the nineteenth 
century and after, these hypervisible Chinese and Indian abodes became 
signs of constraint and incarceration: the Forbidden City that housed the 
Chinese court, the sexualized harem, and the inner quarters of the man-
sions of the elite in both China and India, are some examples. But what 
did the segregated spaces mean for women and men as the everyday loca-
tions of existence? Concepts such as •innerŽ (private) and •outerŽ (public) 
were always relative and �uidly de
ned. In China and India, proper women 
would have as little contact as possible with males outside their immediate 
circle of kin. But among rural families in both societies„ who made up 
the great majority of the population„ many tasks typically performed by 
women (washing clothes; picking tea; raising silkworms) were understood 
as properly •innerŽ work, even when those tasks required women to be 
physically outside. In the Chinese countryside, for example, to be •innerŽ 
meant mostly that women generally did not labor in 
elds growing grain 
along with men.

In both China and India, male and female domestic spaces were distinctly 
marked. In Hindu households, physical distance was practiced in relation 
to older male relatives as well as outsiders. Among the Muslims, physical 
seclusion was especially observed toward males who were not relatives. 
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Di�erent male and female spaces„ and distinct activities that were tied to 
being in separate spaces„ as well as ritual practices such as covering one•s 
head in various cloth arrangements (throwing a stole casually on, or veil-
ing the head) depending on age, generation, and region were a sign of respect 
accorded to women. In imperial setups, being veiled, as we•ll see, was part 
of the inaccessibility that marked the status of royal women.

Various spatial terms bring to life the character of the dwellings of the 
royalty and of the elite. The etymological history of the term harem, to take 
an example from the Mughal palace society that reigned from the mid- 
sixteenth through the mid- nineteenth centuries, is from the term for the 
house where the wives and the household live: haramsara. The word for 
the place of sleep„ shabistan„ is used as a synonym for harem. Related con-
cepts include: those behind the curtain, not to be seen (pardeh- giyan); that 
which is inside, internal, within, intrinsic (andarun, andaruni); and the area 
around the Kà ba and the garden of the Prophet Muhammad (Ruzayi Rasul ).

A physically segregated harem came to be institutionalized for the 

rst time in the history of the Mughals under Akbar the Great (r. �

�… 
���
). Akbar had declared that women of the royal household were to be 
segregated in a well- ordered, high- walled harem. To ensure their seclu-
sion, he built a large enclosure and gave each woman a separate apart-
ment. According to the 
rst o�cial history of the Mughals, Akbarnama 
(the History of Akbar), the chosen historian Abu- l Fazl claimed the harem 
housed 
,��� women (others have put it at as few as ���). Marital alliances 
helped him expand his territory and solidify political networks. The seclu-
sion of his harem was part of his presentation of himself as a celestial, almost 
godly, protector of the people, who assumed the role of infallible spiritual 
authority. In this way, in the early �
��s, Akbar had begun transforming 
his imperial image, casting himself as a sacred 
gure. In the exhaustive Akbar-
nama, Fazl also ampli
ed the emperor•s illustrious genealogy. The harem, 
which Fazl called •the fortunate place of sleep,Ž was further proof of his 
near- divinity„ pure, inviolable, at once glorious and untouchable, as the 
womenfolk of a godly king should be.

Although the word zenana (women•s quarters) came to be used inter-
changeably with harem, especially in many nineteenth- century British 
accounts, it was the inner domain of women, with a more restrictive sense 
of space and the individuals who inhabit it, and widely used among Mus-
lim and Hindu aristocratic households in northern India. The main entrance 
to the house was a large gate on the street that opened into a courtyard 
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leading to a front row of rooms„ the mardana or men•s area. Behind the 
mardana, a verandah led to an open courtyard around which the rest of the 
household quarters would be arranged, perhaps on two �oors. The women•s 
sections would most likely have several private rooms on the upper �oor 
and communal rooms, kitchens, and toilet facilities below. O� the court-
yard, on the outskirts of the women•s area, were storerooms, stables, and 
servants• quarters, with back doors opening onto the street.

The women•s quarters at the Udaipur palace complex of the Mewar 
Kingdom in western India (who resisted the Mughals for several centu-
ries) maintain an aristocratic �avor not that di�erent from the Mughal 
women•s quarters: it is a multistoried enclosure built around an open court-
yard. Likewise, in south India during the Vijayanagara Empire (����… ����), 
the ruler Krishnadeva Raya (r. �
��… ��) would conduct the public ceremo-
nies of the state from the royal center at the great imperial city of Vijay-
anagara, but he actually lived in a forti
ed suburb built supposedly for his 
favorite queen, Chinnadevi. This practice was di�erent from indigenous 
Rajput kindoms (e.g., Delhi, Mewar, Kanauj, Ajmer, Bihar, Bengal, 
Bundelkhand, Malwa, and Chedi) and the subsequent Delhi Sultanate and 
their Mughal successors. These built walled complexes that held both the 
court and the domestic areas.

In the mansions of upper- class Chinese families, women likewise resided 
in the •inner quarters,Ž typically located in the back or on the second story 
of the house. Their quarters were separate from the main rooms just inside 
the front gate, where men of the family conducted business or entertained 
their guests. In a similar fashion, in the elite households of India business 
matters were carried out in spaces separate from the •innerŽ domain of 
women.

Within these nominally restrictive domestic spaces, however, women 
and men found places for creativity, re�ection, and freedom. Among the 
elite, as among the rest of the populations, creativity and resistance, trans-
gression and adventure continued in •borderŽ spaces„ lanes and orchards, 
forests and riverbanks. Once urban development, market towns, and 
administrative headquarters became signi
cant, with concentrations of 
populations of many di�erent classes; rooftops (or, more precisely, the 
terraces found on the tops of the houses of the well- to- do) took the place 
of the forest for women of respectable households in much of South Asia, 
as in the Middle East and North Africa. Rooftops linked neighboring 
houses, so that women and children could go (unseen) from one to another, 
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sometimes for miles. Apart from allowing for regular passage and com-
munal interaction, such rooftops made it possible for women„ and men 
(especially in male- male attractions)„ to access and cultivate, albeit for 
short whiles, aspects of forbidden life: a glimpse of the loved one, a rendez-
vous, a�ectionate embraces that lasted a few minutes, or a lonely commu-
nication with the sky.

Thus, rooftops were an extension of the domestic world, in part for reasons 
of practicality (family members sleeping on the terrace on hot summer 
nights, women and servants drying clothes, grains, pickles), in part when 
women chose to make them an extension. They often did, in order to get 
away from the drudgery of the chores downstairs. At the same time, a 
woman could get away from domestic chores on the rooftops; she spent 
time with friends, or just went upstairs„ escaping from the mundane„ in 
a mode of introspection, wondering about her life, taking stock of all that 
was around her. In other words, rooftops provided a di�erent, not- quite- 
domestic space, under the open sky; looking up at the endless stars and sky 
might even suggest an erasure of intermediaries between oneself and the 
in
nite, between the devotee and the divine. Painterly traditions from 
much of India invoke such spaces of freedom and agency, as do any num-
ber of 
ctional accounts, poetry, and architectural spaces.

In China, where the ideal home was built around a courtyard, the 
courtyard (or in elite homes, walled- o� gardens) became a similar site of 
female sociability and personal independence. Even in modest households, 
women gathered in the courtyard, which a�orded more light than indoors, 
to spin, sew, and do other chores. The courtyard, though sheltered from 
outsiders• view, could also provide a covert glimpse of the street, and perhaps 
of a passing female peddler who could be called in to provide necessities 
like needles, along with news of the neighborhood. In elite homes, the 
enclosed garden provided a private space where women and girls of the 
family„ sisters, cousins, and daughters- in- law„ could meet and play games, 
write poetry, and even hold drinking parties, while enjoying the fresh air 
and open sky.

Domestic Hierarchies, Literacy, and Power

In both China and India, domestic spaces were marked by hierarchies and 
power relations in which the most extensive authority was vested in the 
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matriarch„ the oldest mother, an unmarried aunt, and so on. In neither 
China nor India did women•s position in the •innerŽ prevent them from 
controlling household funds: Mughal women had vast landed properties, 
and commercial and trading interests. In China, the demand for boys and 
men to concentrate on their studies (in the hope of passing their civil ser-
vice exam and gaining a job in the powerful and elite Chinese govern-
ment bureaucracy) meant that management of the household budget was 
understood as proper women•s work. In upper- class families, where a 
•householdŽ could include several nuclear families as well as many servants, 
women could end up in charge of considerable sums. In the eighteenth- 
century novel The Story of the Stone (considered one of the great classics of 
Chinese literature), the senior daughter- in- law, Phoenix, manages house-
hold funds, invests in property, and lends out money for pro
t. The fol-
lowing passage shows the deference paid to the woman who manages the 
house.

Prince Chen himself did not feel very well today and was exhausted 
from the rushing around and night watching of the last few days. He 
had twinges of pain in his limbs, and limped into the room, supported 
on a stick, groaning and with di�culty . . .  [and] clutching his stick, 
got down on his knees with di�culty to salute the ladies. . . .  But 
the prince modestly insisted on making his request standing . . .  [and] 
forcing himself to smile . . .  asked if Madame Phoenix would be will-
ing to help out by taking over the role of mistress of the house dur-
ing the weeks of mourning. . . .  

Phoenix did not consider the matter for long. She was con
dent 
of her ability for the di�cult task, and as the princely cousin begged 
and implored so pathetically, she gave her consent. The prince thanked 
her with a low bow and straight away gave her full authority in writ-
ing. He warmly impressed upon her that she should manage the ser-
vants and the palace housekeeping funds quite freely and absolutely 
at her discretion.

As their 
nancial dealings suggest, even in their harems or inner quarters, 
women were far from cut o� from the outside world. We have numerous 
examples of senior Mughal women giving advice to kings in matters of 
governance. In Indian as well as in elite Chinese families, women usually 
had a group of kinswomen and attendants, maids, and servants with whom 
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to share conversation and other activities. The boundaries of •innerŽ could 
encompass visits to the quarters of female friends or relatives, and both Chi-
nese and upper- class Indian women traveled (the latter in extended entou-
rages). Women were central to the arrangements of marriages, which were 
hardly private a�airs: for aristocratic Indian families as for Chinese o�-
cials, matrimony brought with it entrenchment of loyalties, which meant 
political solidarities and support. Marriages, then, like the birth of (male) 
children, were also political and public a�airs.

Although one traditionally minded Chinese patriarch instructed his 
daughters that each day they should spend time cooking (including making 
sauces and brewing wine), spinning thread, doing 
ne embroidery, sewing 
clothing, and sewing shoes, other moralists advocated for the education of 
women. In China elite status for men was predicated on the mastery of 
classical learning, ideally to be deployed in government service. And 
although the need for women to be literate in the •innerŽ realm was less 
obvious, male (and female) scholars throughout history had argued that 
education of women would help ensure the proper regulation of the fam-
ily. Thus the revered historian Sima Guang (����… ����) in his handbook 
for family life had insisted: •To be a [good] person, everyone must study. 
How could men and women be di�erent [in this regard]? Accordingly, 
girls [while still] at home [before marriage] must read the Classic of Filial 
Piety, The Analects, the Classic of Poetry, and the Classic of Ritual, and under-
stand the general meaning.Ž

More practically, in the highly competitive society of early modern 
China, an elite mother•s ability to oversee the early education of her sons 
had become a tremendous asset. So literacy for women became one ele-
ment in the elite•s ability to reproduce itself. Literacy was su�ciently com-
mon among Chinese women of the 
fteenth and sixteenth centuries that 
they comprised an important segment of the bourgeoning markets for 
novels and other popular literature and poetry. Moralists of this period were 
more ambivalent about women writing poetry. Although many elite 
women in early imperial times had become famous poets, by the early mod-
ern period some forms of poetry had become associated with courtesans„ 
glamorous and beautiful entertainers who were accomplished in the arts 
and with whom elite men developed romantic and sexual relationships. Thus 
writing poetry was deemed inappropriate for gently bred women. That did 
not stop them, though some made a show of virtuously burning their work. 
But other women in the late sixteenth century exchanged poems with 
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other women both by letter and in person, and sometimes formed poetry 
clubs. And although some men complained about the impropriety of wom-
en•s writings circulating in the outer realm, other men began to collect 
and publish anthologies of women•s poetry. By the late seventeenth cen-
tury, women as well as men were editing such anthologies.

Indian women•s literacy was, in the main, restricted to the private sphere, 
bound by the distinct rhythms of the men•s and women•s quarters. It was 
in the harem or the haveli (mansion) that a girl would take her 
rst steps: 
write the 
rst letter of Persian script, alif, literally, commencement. Festi-
vals, cere monies, and ritual observances would give boys and girls oppor-
tunities to interact, directly and indirectly, with the wider community 
beyond the walls. On these occasions, noble households gave new suits of 
clothes and sheep or goats to the needy, ensuring that the poorest were 
able to o�er sacri
ce and rejoice.

There were no educational requirements or schools for aristocratic Mus-
lim girls or those of other Indian communities. Girls were raised on a rich 
diet of fascinating moral tales, stressing responsibility and discipline, but 
suggesting limited possibilities for women. Sometimes fathers (or grand-
fathers) taught them arithmetic, stories with morals of the heart, and the 
art of writing. Much of Indian culture was oral. Men of aristocratic house-
holds were, of course, taught to read and write, and so were many elite 
women, but for the latter, the emphasis was on memorizing verses from 
the Quran. Women would acquire a taste for tales and poetry informally, 
from listening to stories and poems and memorizing the Quranic verses 
recited at festivities and gatherings. They were expected to read aloud the 
elegant, lyrical prose of Gulistan, The Rose Garden (��
�), by Sadi, the Shake-
speare of Persian literature.

Discipline in elite homes often came from dogmatic manuals of instruc-
tion that insisted on precise ways of civilized society and practical wisdom. 
A standard favorite was Nasir al- Din Tusi•s Akhlaq- i Nasiri, 
rst published 
in ���
; it was one of the 
ve books that Emperor Akbar had read to him 
regularly. Among Tusi•s prescription for girls:

In the case of daughters, one must employ . . .  whatever is appropri-
ate and 
tting to them. They should be brought up to keep close to 
the house and live in seclusion (hijab), cultivating gravity, continence 
(`i�at), modesty and other qualities we have enumerated in the chapter 
on Wives. They should be prevented from learning to read or write, 
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but allowed to acquire such accomplishments as are commendable in 
women.

As to the noble boys, said Tusi, •Let him also from time to time 
adopt the custom of eating dry bread,Ž Tusi counseled. •Such manners, 
albeit good in poor men, are even better in rich. . . .  He should 
be accustomed not to drink water while eating and he should on no 
account be given wine and intoxicating drinks before he reaches 
early manhood.Ž The boys would be advised not to sleep too much, 
or during the day, because that produced •deadness of mindŽ and 
languor. Walking and movement, riding and exercise were to be •cus-
tomary pursuits.Ž They were not to boast about wealth or possessions 
or what they ate or wore, in [an] attempt to be humble and gracious 
with peers. They would be taught to refrain from arrogance and 
obstinacy. It was recommended that the tutor who imparted this 
ethical guidance be intelligent and religious, well- versed in the train-
ing of dispositions, •with a reputation for fair speech and gravity, an 
awe- inspiring manner, manliness and purity; he must also be aware 
of the characters of kings, the manners involved in associating with 
them and addressing them.Ž (trans. G. M. Wickens)

The Hindu goddess Saraswati was the patron of learning. Yet women 
were not to learn the ancient Hindu scriptures (Vedas) or study any branch 
of ancient Hindu law (Shastras). No Hindu girls went to the scholars (pun-
dits) to study. If any of them did learn Sanskrit, it was within the family, as 
daughter or sister or, more rarely, wife of a male in a pundit family. If a 
Hindu girl learned to read and write, this too happened at home, some-
times along with boys but more likely on her own. Learning to sing devo-
tional songs and gaining knowledge of certain scriptures was part of a 
Hindu girl•s education.

In Bengal, Rashundari Devi (c. ����… ����) wrote her autobiography, 
which was published in ����. Obsessed with a desire to read, she stole a 
page from a book and a sheet of paper from her son and kept them hidden 
in the kitchen, where she pursued her •educationŽ fervently. She was the 

rst writer„ male or female„ from Bengal to be published. In My Life she 
would write about the exhaustion of her daily routine and declare, •Women 
had no freedom. They could not take any decision on their own. Just like 
any caged bird, women were imprisoned too.Ž Other remarkable women 
were also able to seize an education. In North India in the late ����s, teenage 
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Ashraf- un- nisa went up to the rooftops while everyone was asleep down-
stairs and taught herself to read and write with twigs and blacking.

I began to read Urdu fairly well. When I turned to those . . .  [lines] 
that I had earlier copied down without understanding a word. When 
I read those copies, you cannot imagine my happiness. . . .  As I read 
my own handwriting, I felt more encouraged and . . .  told myself, 
whatever a human being gets, it is on the basis of one•s own e�orts 
and desire. . . .  Then I turned to those broom twigs and the black-
ing, regarding them as my teachers, I began to copy from di�erent 
books. After just a few days of practice, I could write from memory. 
No one, yet, knew the secret of my writing.

It is a remarkable statement of initiative, independent thinking, and 
resourcefulness. Far from being criticized, she became a local novelty, writ-
ing letters for local women and hearing many stories of their daily lives as 
a result.

By contrast, boys and men in elite settings were to spend their time in 
the outer part of their abode. As mentioned, in China, male children from 
an early age were expected to concentrate on study of the classics and the 
goal (seldom realized) of obtaining a civil service appointment. Aristocratic 
Hindu and Muslim boys in India studied classical poetry and heard epic 
religious accounts, and also engaged in hunting and military training. 
Strength, dexterity, daring, resolution, and loyalty led to the advancement 
of noble men. If they were ambitious, being in the Mughal court would 
be the highest honor. They would then have to be responsible for provid-
ing bodies of well- equipped and trained cavalry for campaigns and battles. 
Being skilled in the martial arts, archery, swordsmanship, riding, and 
managing elephants and horses, along with the craft of calligraphy and pol-
ished discourse, would come in handy. All this alongside memorizing ora-
tions, proverbs, poems, anecdotes, dialogues, elegant stories, and witticisms.

Numerous women also had very direct in�uence on •outerŽ a�airs, at 
least among the elite. The Mughal Emperor Akbar•s mother served as the 
regent of the empire when he went on a campaign to Kabul. Akbar asked 
his elderly aunt Gulbadan Begum to write a history of their forefather as a 
contribution toward the 
rst o�cial history of the Mughal Empire. A gen-
eration later, while following in the paths of power laid down by Mughal 
women, Nur Jahan, the last wife (some argue she was the twentieth) of the 
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fourth Mughal ruler, Jahangir, emerged as the de facto ruler of the empire. 
She performed both formal and informal rituals of imperial power, although 
she was not from the Mughal family and had no children with the emperor: 
indeed, she brought with her a daughter from her 
rst marriage.

Earlier, in the thirteenth century, Queen Rudramadevi, of the Kakatiya 
dynasty (����… ����) that uni
ed the Telegana region in south India, took 
over the reins of the kingdom along with her father. When he died in ����, 
Rudrama emerged as a heroic ruler leading her troops against external and 
internal military challenges. It is suggested that she died in battle in ����. 
She is physically represented as a woman in sculpture, but took on male 
clothing in order to ful
ll the warrior role of a male ruler. There are numer-
ous such examples.

In similar fashion, a number of dowager empresses ruled as regents for 
their imperial sons or nephews in China. The redoubtable Wu Zhao (Wu 
Zetian, ���… ��
) of the Tang dynasty (���… ���) went so far as to depose 
her sons one after the other and declare herself •emperorŽ„ for which 
breach of protocol she was excoriated by later (male) historians. Their biases 
have made it di�cult to assess Wu•s e�ectiveness as a ruler, but scholars 
today point out that she reigned over an era of peace and prosperity. She 
also took a number of actions, such as increasing the mourning period for 
mothers, that enhanced the ritual status of women. In the early modern 
period, the most famous case of a female regent was the Empress Dowager 
Cixi (r. ����… ����), who dominated court politics for much of the later 
nineteenth century and beyond.

Marriage and Family

In both China and India, gender ideals were signi
cantly in�uenced by 
the demands of the patrilineal joint family system. The ideal Chinese 
family„ and in general terms, also many Indian families„ was constituted 
of a senior male and his wife; their adult sons and their wives and children; 
and the senior male•s younger brothers and their wives and children. In 
the Chinese system, daughters of the household married out, joining their 
husbands• families; sons ideally stayed with their natal kin for their entire 
lives, with the eldest (or sometimes the most competent) son taking over 
as head of the entire group on the patriarch•s death. Kinship through males 
was regarded as far more signi
cant than that through females. The birth 
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of sons, who would perpetuate the father•s line for another generation, was 
highly valued; daughters, who would leave the family when they married, 
were less so.

The patrilineal joint family was also closely associated with particular 
types of property rights. By de
nition, the joint family shared a common 
budget: all those who worked contributed their earnings to the family 
head, and in turn all were supported more or less equally. Sons inherited 
their father•s property on an essentially equal basis. Although there is 
some evidence that in earlier eras daughters in China may have enjoyed 
some inheritance rights, by the early modern period this was no longer the 
case. Still, in families of adequate means daughters were expected to be given 
a dowry su�cient to allow them to make an appropriate marriage. Even 
after she joined her husband•s family, the bride•s dowry remained hers (or 
perhaps her and her husband•s) to control; it did not become part of the 
resources of the larger household. Late imperial writers e�usively praised 
women who, in times of need, o�ered personal funds from their dowries 
to their husbands• families. Dowry funds also seem to have served as a 
kind of insurance for married women if, for some reason, their husbands 
failed to support them.

When a husband died, his widow had the right to control his property 
in trust for his children, although she was not usually allowed to sell fam-
ily land. Prior to the Mongol Yuan dynasty (����… ����), a childless widow 
typically returned home, where her parents might arrange another mar-
riage for her. If she chose to stay in her husband•s family, she had the right 
to appoint an heir for him (ideally a kinsman in the appropriate generation 
of her husband•s family). Due to the combined in�uence of Mongol cus-
tom and a resurgent Confucianism, over the course of the thirteenth cen-
tury the legal rights of widows became increasingly restricted. By the early 
modern period, the right to choose a new husband for a widow or to appoint 
an heir for her to raise belonged to the husband•s natal kin. This legal decline 
in widows• rights, however, was frequently ignored in practice; judges rec-
ognized that the deceased•s kin might not have the best interests of the 
widow at heart, and so tended to award her the right to choose an heir.

In China, a centralized state with uniform laws upheld this patrilineal 
model of kinship and gender relations, but regional variations existed. In 
any number of cases from both India and China, the joint family model 
was often only a stage in a continuing cycle of family formation and 
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division. In China, most commonly, when the senior male and his wife 
died (and sometimes even before), his sons divided the household, each 
taking his share of the property and setting up his own nuclear household 
with his wife and children. As those children grew into adulthood, the 
sons would bring in brides and the cycle would be repeated; but it was 
relatively rare to see extended households headed by brothers. There were 
also class di�erences in both societies: many poor families did not have 
su�cient land or resources to support an extended household, and in such 
families most sons were forced to strike out on their own, with only the 
eldest or youngest staying behind to live with the elderly parents. In China, 
poor families sometimes adopted a •little daughter- in- lawŽ: a female infant 
or young girl who could, on reaching marriageable age, be married to a 
son in the family without requiring the ruinous expense of a fancy wed-
ding. (And in some regions, this custom became popular even among the 
better o�, for it helped to assure a tractable daughter- in- law.) Moreover, 
political and 
nancial realities often trumped patrilineal ideology: the 
popular idea that married women had little to do with their natal families 
was frequently belied in practice, as wives and mothers deployed their 
natal kin networks to aid their husbands and sons.

In India, �uidity remained a feature of marital alliances. India•s diver-
sity produced �ux and adaptation in marriages and social- political relation-
ships at many levels. Kinship practices varied greatly from region to region 
and across Muslim and Hindu communities, so the patrilineal joint family 
system was not the only norm. What seems to have been universal was the 
physical seclusion of women and marriages designed to protect family honor 
and to maintain caste divisions centered on the chastity of women. Kan-
yadan or the gift of a virgin daughter in marriage, an act through which a 
man (father) was supposed to gain the highest spiritual merit, became cen-
tral in the Hindu matrimonial alliances. It is as if marriage became a neces-
sity and women objects to be given. Kanyadan established a unidirectional 
�ow of gifts from the bride•s family to the groom•s„ father to groom„ 
which over time came to acquire a restrictive meaning encompassed in the 
term •dowry.Ž Recent scholarship has established that the parental gifts 
must also be considered evidence of the love of parents for their daughters, 
ensuring their well- being. Others have emphasized that dowry may be 
related to the inability of women to inherit property and the practice of 
marrying into a higher caste.
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While people•s communities were highly localized and men tended to 
marry women within their communities, this was not always the only 
marriage norm. When men moved to di�erent regions for trade, for instance, 
intercaste marriages occurred. There were changes in the community a�l-
iations themselves. When Hindu Rajputs converted to Islam and began to 
marry Muslims, Hindu and Muslim Rajputs of the same family continued 
to identify as members of the joint family. The Gonds, a tribal community 
of central India, alternately fought and married Rajputs to create political 
alliances„ and thus emerged a new identity of Raj Gonds. The Marathas„ 
Hindu clans from the Maharashira state in western India„ are a classic 
example of an agricultural community that moved up from a lower caste 
status as agricultural workers to an upper one as soldiers and established 
themselves as rulers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. With all 
that, of course, marriage patterns shifted even as prescriptions to marry 
within the tribe persisted.

Consider the Mughal kings. Babur (r. �
��… ��), the 
rst Mughal emperor, 
even in his wanderings over many locations„ parts of Central Asia, Afghan-
istan, and then India„ is said to have had no more than ten wives. Humayun 
(r. �
��… ��; �


… 
�), the second emperor, probably had 
ve. By the time 
of Babur•s grandson, Akbar the Great (r. �

�… ���
), however, new imperial 
arrangements institutionalized marriage with a prescription to produce chil-
dren. Beginning with Akbar, the Mughals, who were Muslims, forged mar-
ital unions with Hindu Rajputs and other communities. Mughal Emperor 
Jahangir (r. ���
… ��) even had a Tibetan wife. Akbar•s chroniclers di�er in 
reporting the number of women (
gures range from ��� to 
,���), but they 
are unanimous in writing about his large harem. Many of Akbar•s mar-
riages were conducted with households that had been connected with the 
Mughals for a long time; others were with the daughters of the Hindu 
Rajput rulers, several of whom had been defeated by Mughal imperial 
forces. The genealogical and political concerns at issue in these marriages„ 
exalted lineage, high connections, and reputation„ are clearly recorded in 
the imperial regulations on matrimony. Royal marriage was vital to the 
strengthening of political partnerships and served as an important mark of 
the empire•s strength and virility, and as a symbol of its regality and new 
imperial position.

As discussed earlier, Akbar•s marriages conspicuously project the pro-
cess of empire formation. Many are recorded as having taken place in the 
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early part of Akbar•s reign, when the need to cement his power was great-
est. Even if Akbar•s was a self- consciously Muslim polity, seeking legiti-
macy as a •MuslimŽ kingdom, the rules that should govern it were not 
strictly laid down. A great deal of negotiation and readiness to accept newer 
methods, including in marriages, was therefore necessary. The creation of 
new traditions is an essential part of history making. Emblematically, 
Akbar•s marriages (and those of his family members) might also be read in 
another way, as symbolically demonstrating that the world was under the 
emperor•s protection. Those who married him were seen as blessed simply 
by the fact of such union. As the emperor•s favorite historian, Fazl, tells us, 
imperial marriages were exalted because of the emperor.

Fluidity remained a feature of marital alliances in early modern India. 
Historical contingency and change produced �ux and adaptation in mar-
riages and social- political relationships at many levels of the society. It was 
only beginning with nineteenth- century census operations that caste iden-
tities came to be frozen and a very di�erent question of caste and mar-
riages emerged.

In China, marriages were also a crucial element in the continuity of the 
patrilineal family. Marriage was understood to be a family a�air, and for 
that reason decisions about an appropriate spouse for a son or daughter were 
made by the parents, usually with the aid of a matchmaker, either a pro-
fessional or an acquaintance or friend. Since the alliance was seen as one of 
families rather than individuals, betrothals were sometimes decided when 
the future bride and groom were still children, or even still in utero. Patri-
lineal ideology dictated that marriage with anyone of the same surname 
was forbidden, but marriage of dista� cousins (a man to his mother•s brother•s 
daughter or mother•s sister•s daughter) was common.

Most Chinese marriages involved the exchange of both dowry (funds and 
goods brought into the groom•s household by the bride) and bride price (funds 
and goods given to the bride•s family by the groom and his family). In upper- 
class families, a lavish dowry proclaimed the bride•s family•s social standing 
and their a�ection for their daughter. At the lower end of the social scale, 
dowries diminished and bride price increased, such that marriage came closer 
to (and was often perceived as) •saleŽ of the bride to the groom•s family.

In the joint family system, marriage usually involved the incorpora-
tion of the bride into her new husband•s household, rather than the cre-
ation of a new household around the couple. In a wealthy or aristocratic 
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household, the new couple might be given a room or small suite of rooms 
to serve as their private apartments; in a poor farming family, they might 
have only a separate bed, perhaps shielded by a drape or screen. But in 
either case, the bride was expected to join the work and routines of her 
husband•s household. Finally, as this scenario implies, the relationship of 
the married couple to each other was understood to be secondary to their 
obligations to the family. A woman was expected to defer to and serve her 
husband, but her diligent service to her parents- in- law was even more 
important; a man was expected to treat his wife with respect and care, but 
his obligations to his parents and brothers took precedence over those 
to his wife. According to this ideology, in an ideal marital relationship the 
husband and wife would treat each other as •guestsŽ„ that is, with politeness 
and esteem, but without undue familiarity or informality.

This rather austere ideal was of course frequently belied in practice. 
Many Chinese accounts attest that couples in arranged marriages could and 
did fall in love, and increasingly from the sixteenth to the eighteenth cen-
turies, Chinese short stories and novels, and gradually more formal writ-
ings, touted a romantic ideal of •companionate marriage.Ž A similar 
trajectory is seen in poetry in India. Even relationships that were less than 
passionate could be characterized by mutual fondness and appreciation. In 
commemorative texts, upper- class men often spoke of their wives with 
deep a�ection, praising them for service to the family, for clever manage-
ment of household 
nances, and for sage advice and encouragement.

As much of the discussion of marriage already suggests, opportunities 
varied by gender and class in both China and India. The disparities became 
increasingly extreme in China between the seventeenth and nineteenth 
centuries, when a combination of female infanticide, the ability of upper- 
class men to monopolize several women, and social attitudes that frowned 
on widow remarriage (discussed further later in the chapter) began to have 
an impact on gender ratios. Although the social expectation had always 
been that virtually all men and women should marry, opportunities for 
lower- class men gradually became more limited, while women could 
increasingly hope to •marry up.Ž

Restrictions that made marriages di�cult across class and status, and 
religion, existed in India, as everywhere else in the world. There were also 
limitations that prevented marriage across caste. In the eighteenth century, 
for instance, the peshwa (prime minister) in the west Indian state of Maha-
rashtra forbade certain lower classes from implementing a prohibition on 
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widow remarriage in order to undercut possible claims from lower castes 
for higher caste status.

Inside and Outside Marriage

In the wandering lifestyle of the early Mughals, recognition of the need 
for marriages, especially the necessity of having children to continue the 
dynasty, coexisted with the desire and love for male company. The focus 
was not same- sex relations between people of either sex, but rather prac-
tices of a�ection and attachment that were widely accepted in the society 
and may have been especially 
tting for a peripatetic life and its demands. 
In the writings of the time, marriages between men and women and homo-
social and homoerotic gatherings of both men and women are presented 
beside each other, with neither being privileged. Babur writes of his long-
ing for a camp boy, Baburi: •Nor power to stay was mine, nor strength to 
part; I became what you made me, oh thief of my heart.Ž Such verses may 
represent an idealizing strand in his poetry, but they are also the expres-
sion of an almost inaccessible love in a homoerotic literary genre. And we 
have a striking illustration of his love for his senior wife, Maham Begum, 
in the memoir of his daughter, Gulbadan.

But imperial needs and prescriptions changed. A few decades later, any 
such open adventurism, and even the notion of homosexuality, would come 
to be regarded as transgressive. Babur•s grandson, Akbar the Great, severely 
criticized any display of a�ection between men. Such imperial practices 
were likely to have resonance in aristocratic circles, for whom, theoreti-
cally, the emperor was the model for conduct. Akbar•s response to the a�air 
of `Ali Quli Khan Zaman, an o�cial, with the son of a camel driver sug-
gests that the emperor wanted the wider sexual regime to be like his own. 
When a report of the liaison was brought to Akbar, he said that a man who 
was overpowered by lust and passion was disgraceful. He asked `Ali Quli 
to repent his deeds and make amends by good service and directed him to 
send the camel driver•s son to the court.

Reports from historian Badauni reveal part of this scheme of disci-
plining deviance: prostitutes were made to live outside the city in a place 
called Shaitanpura, literally Devilsville! Of course, the emperor main-
tained several concubines and scores of wives who are unnamed in the 
imperial records. Akbar•s regulations on marriage further bring out his 
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stringent directives. A musician named Gadai had twenty- 
ve children 
from one wife. According to the Akbarnama, he came to the court and 
petitioned that his wife was sexually abstaining on account of the numer-
ous births (Gadai uses metaphorical allusions and not such transparent 
words). Fazl says Akbar comforted him by saying that wicked storytellers 
must have invented what was being said about his wife, and added that if 
any matrimony produced so many progeny, it was an honor to the parties, 
not a case for abstention.

In China, if some men and women were able to 
nd love in arranged 
marriages, there is no doubt that upper- class men enjoyed the greatest free-
dom to pursue romantic relationships elsewhere. Not only could they take 
concubines, the �ourishing pleasure districts of Chinese cities also provided 
them with opportunities to pursue romance with women as well as with 
other men. Courtesans had for centuries been regarded as appropriately ele-
gant romantic partners for elite men. Chinese literature suggests that, in 
general, courtesan romances were expected to end in a poignant breakup 
(class barriers made •happily ever afterŽ scenarios unlikely). Still, in the 
late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, several eminent o�cials 
enjoyed long- term (and widely celebrated) romances with courtesans, who 
in some cases became their concubines. The same period also appears to 
have been a high point of acceptability of male- male romantic relation-
ships. Such relationships had not been unknown in earlier eras, and had 
never been as stigmatized as they were in the Christian tradition. But after 
women were barred from the stage in the fourteenth century, male actors 
who specialized in female roles became increasingly common objects of 
romance and male desire. Far from requiring equality between partners, 
and like relationships between men and women, typical male- male roman-
tic relationships in this period were strongly hierarchical: literati patronized 
poor and socially stigmatized actors, who, like courtesans, had limited 
power to reject them.

In China, as in India, women of any class who found their marriages 
emotionally or physically unsatisfying had comparatively few socially 
acceptable alternatives. For a married woman to have a relationship with a 
man other than her husband was considered •illicit sex,Ž and potential pun-
ishment was severe. Still, legal cases show that fear of punishment did not 
always outweigh romantic passion, and women•s extramarital a�airs were 
a favorite theme of 
ction writers. Women•s sexual relationships with 
other women, by contrast, seem not to have been particularly stigmatized. 
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Although practical considerations of privacy and leisure probably limited 
such relationships to upper- class women, literary sources show that they 
were not unheard of in either country.

Quite di�erent from the practice of aristocratic Muslim (and Hindu) 
men in India, and equally in contrast to common stereotypes of Chinese 
practice, in late imperial China a man could have only one legal wife at a 
time (though a man whose wife had died could legally take a second, suc-
cessor wife). The image of multiple wives in China arises because China 
also had an elaborate system of concubinage. From the early imperial 
period, the Chinese state had attempted to regulate household relationships 
between men and women and drew careful distinctions between wives 
(who were the legal and ritual partners of their husbands) and concu-
bines (who had lower legal status than wives and indeed were expected to 
wait upon the legal wife). Concubines, whose main function (at least puta-
tively) was to ensure that the husband•s family had plenty of male heirs, 
were legally to be drawn from the class of •good commoners,Ž and were 
thus of higher legal status than slave women or entertainers. The law even 
stipulated that slave women could not become concubines, though an impor-
tant loophole allowed a man to give a slave her freedom (especially if she 
had borne a child) and then make her into a concubine. Moreover, all these 
laws notwithstanding, in practice the status of women in a household 
depended signi
cantly on the husband•s inclinations and behavior. Accord-
ing to law, a concubine could never be elevated to the position of wife, but 
widowers who treated their concubines as wives were seldom prosecuted. 
If a husband seriously neglected his wife in favor of a concubine, and the 
wife had a family that was willing and able to protect her interests, they 
could take the errant husband to court on her behalf. But if the wife•s family 
was not around and her husband was so infatuated with a concubine that 
he treated his wife badly, she had little recourse. And even if the wife•s 
parents were around, there was no guarantee the husband would listen to 
reason: one famous sixteenth- century o�cial recounted how, when he 
was a small child, his father became enamored of a concubine. Although 
his mother•s relatives took the father to court, the court•s only solution 
was to divide the family. The court gave two thirds of the property to the 
household composed of the father, his concubine, and the concubine•s 
son, and only the remaining third to the mother, who had to share her 
household with a married son and daughter- in- law as well as two younger 
children.
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The early Chinese state had envisioned concubines as a perquisite of o�-
cial status. At the top of the political hierarchy, the Chinese emperor (like 
his Mughal counterpart) was allowed an almost unlimited number of women, 
the better to produce heirs to the throne (though, as mentioned, in China 
even the emperor could have only one legal •wifeŽ [the empress] at a time). 
Speci
c regulations varied by period, but in general the highest court o�-
cials might legally have as many as nine or ten concubines, and those of 
lower ranks correspondingly fewer. The lowest ranked o�cials were allowed 
only one concubine in addition to one legal wife, and commoners were not 
legally permitted to have concubines at all. All of this changed in the tenth 
and early eleventh centuries, however, when the court ceased to regulate 
concubinage and the institution spread widely in Chinese society. New 
laws in the early Ming dynasty (����… ����) stipulated that a commoner male 
could not take a concubine unless he was over forty years old and sonless, but 
this law seems to have had virtually no impact on actual practice. From the 
later imperial period into the early twentieth century, the number of concu-
bines a man could keep depended principally on his ability to support them.

In the Indian subcontinent, given the strati
ed households with mul-
tiple generations, there were di�erences of status and residential locations 
between wives and mistresses and slave- servants especially from the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The wife was always identi
ed 
with the illustrious lineage, and with the name of the husband; the slave or 
others such as a concubine would be listed under a generic name. While 
concubines were present in most palace societies, including that of the 
Mughals, the annals of Mughal history do not discuss the status of concu-
bines in clear terms„ unlike their contemporaries, the Ottomans of Tur-
key, who had a well- established system of concubinage in place with clear 
rule and practices of inheritance and succession.

There are plenty of references to the concubines of the Mughals, and to 
their children. Babur lists his concubines and those of his male relatives. 
The most striking is the case of the fourth son of the Mughal Emperor 
Jahangir, named Shahryar, whose mother was a concubine. She remains 
unnamed in the records, but history shows that the status of Shahryar was 
the same as that of his brothers. He married the daughter (from a former 
marriage) of Empress Nur Jahan (his stepmother). The number of marriages 
that Shahryar•s father, Jahangir, had range between eighteen and twenty, 
depending on the source. At the time of his wedding with Nur Jahan in 
����, Jahangir proclaimed her •the Light of the Palace.Ž In the years that 
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followed, Nur•s spectacular ascendancy under the still more exalted title 
of Nur Jahan, •Light of the World,Ž transformed the character of that mar-
riage itself. Before long, Nur Jahan came to wield supreme power as the 
acknowledged empress of Mughal India. According to one court historian, 
Jahangir confessed in a self- mocking mode that he had bestowed the reins 
of sovereignty on her. Marrying Nur Jahan•s daughter would say a lot, even 
in the absence of clear codes of law, of the place of sons of concubines.

But what was the relationship among and with an aristocrat•s several 
married wives and unmarried retainers? Indeed, what was it like to live in 
the same domestic complex, neighborhood, or city? By the nineteenth cen-
tury, a great corpus of writing, especially in Urdu, emerged in which we 

nd details of a landlord•s •other interestsŽ„ especially his constant visits 
to the homes of favored courtesans, usually singers and women of great 
artistic accomplishments. The Urdu novel Umrao Jaan Ada (����) is told as 
if dictated to the narrator from the memory of a real- life courtesan, Umrao 
Jaan Ada (though some question her existence), and came to represent a 
continuation of these earlier practices beyond the Mughal era.

The matter of love deserves a moment•s re�ection. Expressions of love, 
friendship, duty„ like most other aspects of human life„ are conditioned 
by social environment. People in di�erent times and places often under-
stood (and understand) •loveŽ rather di�erently from what nineteenth-  and 
twentieth- century romantic novels have made it out to be. In addition, as 
with marriage, opportunities for love„ or shall we say romance?„ varied 
by gender and class, and also over time.

Mira Bai (c. ����… c. �
��), a Hindu mystic poet of bhakti (devotion), 
exempli
es the many meanings of love. She was married to a local prince 
and when her husband died, she shocked her family and his by not com-
mitting sati or going into seclusion. Instead, Mira devoted herself to Krishna 
as a husband- god (leaving her family and surviving attempts on her life) 
and is known today for her many songs of mystical devotion:

For your sake, I gave up all pleasures,
now why are you making me long for you?
You create the pang of separation inside the bosom
so that you can come and quench it?
O! Lord! Now I will not leave you
smilingly, call me soon!
Meera is your servant in birth after birth.
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Her self- willed immersion in love of Krishna is seen as her claiming rights 
and reciprocity, while acknowledging her duties.

Today, in various regions of India, lower- class men and women take 
recourse to Mira to express and critique their oppression. In the Mewar- 
Udaipur regions, however, Mira is not publicly worshiped because her 
name has come to equal promiscuity. Thus Mira is not just a bhakti 
saint, but a saint who chose to defy social conventions and family pre-
scriptions. She has become an inspiration for freedom to other men and 
women. Although there is evidence of women in the Islamic mystical 
Su
 tradition, whether there were any female Su
 mystics in South Asia 
remains uncertain. However, there were any number of women, including 
imperial women such as the later Mughal Princess Jahanara (����… ����), 
who called for passionate love for God„ union with the divine„ as the 
way, beyond the Quran.

The •Woman QuestionŽ and Reform

The increasing political power of Europeans over the course of the nine-
teenth century gave Western critiques of Chinese customs increasing 
salience in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Chinese intel-
lectuals, seeking the source of Chinese weakness in the face of Western 
military power, concluded that the problem lay in the constraining hierar-
chies of Confucian ideology, and particularly the •oppressionŽ of women 
as symbolized in cloistering, foot binding, and especially the long- standing 
practice of female 
delity. Often called in English the •cult of 
delityŽ or 
the •cult of chastity,Ž this could take the form of a widow•s refusal to 
remarry, or of •chaste martyrdom,Ž that is, suicide to maintain sexual 
honor.

Both practices were valorized in very early Chinese texts. As a result of 
those classical models, throughout the early imperial period a widow•s 
refusal to remarry was considered an honorable course of action. Still, for 
most of the 
rst millennium, eventual remarriage was accepted for widows 
of all classes, especially those who were young and childless. Over the course 
of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, however, a variety of complicated 
developments gave greater cultural relevance to the interrelated ideals of 
chaste martyrdom and widow 
delity. By the thirteenth century 
delity 
came to be seen as the preeminent female virtue. Monuments to faithful 
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widows and shrines to chaste martyrs dotted the Chinese countryside; local 
gazetteers devoted whole chapters to commemorating faithful women of 
the locale; and widow remarriage came to be regarded as a shameful act, to 
be undertaken by only the most destitute or desperate. In its most extreme 
manifestations, the cult of 
delity encouraged young girls whose 
ancés 
had died to live out their lives as faithful widows, even though the marriage 
had never been consummated. And in some regions suicide by young 
widows became the focus of public spectacles.

Yet whereas twentieth- century discourse in China stressed the ways 
that the cult of 
delity had restricted women•s options and possibilities, 
sometimes tragically so, recent scholarship has begun to show that the role 
of the faithful widow also o�ered women considerable autonomy and oppor-
tunities. Among the wealthy, a faithful widow could enjoy economic and 
personal independence, as well as signi
cant family authority. And at the 
margins of society, even a poor widow who remained faithful to her hus-
band had earned a measure of social approbation and pride in her own 
moral integrity. Even suicide, which in the case of women tends to be por-
trayed as the ultimate expression of hopelessness and self- annihilation, per-
haps was understood di�erently by the women involved. The early Chinese 
historian Sima Qian had expressed the sentiment •A death can be as light 
as a feather, or a death can be as weighty as Mount TaiŽ: here suicide is 
understood as an expression of honor, of self- respect, of agency. In this 
respect, the suicides of female chaste martyrs were no di�erent from 
those of male heroes who died for their lords. In other cases, suicide 
might be understood as an expression of romantic love, as it frequently 
was in the works of Chinese novelists and playwrights. Finally, we should 
not discount the possibility that for some women, even those driven to 
despair by cruel treatment, suicide was an act of agency in being a form 
of revenge. For in Chinese popular culture, the spirits of those driven to 
suicide were imbued with supernatural powers, likely to return to haunt 
their tormenters.

Would- be Chinese •modernizersŽ called for women to free themselves, to 
take on new roles in public life, and in the process they depicted •tradi-
tionalŽ Chinese women as unrelievedly benighted and downtrodden. Ulti-
mately, this reformist discourse became part of the platform of the Chinese 
Communist Party, which promised that their policies would •liberateŽ 
women as well as men from the evils of the •feudalŽ Confucian past. Mao 
himself decried the •feudal- patriarchal systemŽ in his call to arms: •A man 
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in China is usually subjected to the domination of three systems of author-
ity [political authority, family authority, and religious authority]. . . .  As for 
women, in addition to being dominated by these three systems of authority, 
they are also dominated by the men (the authority of the husband). These 
four authorities„ political, family, religious, and masculine„ are the 
embodiment of the whole feudal- patriarchal ideology and system, and are 
the four thick ropes binding the Chinese people.Ž The current Chinese gov-
ernment•s dedication to portraying itself as the liberator of women has fur-
ther intensi
ed the image of women in imperial China as helpless and 
•pathetic.Ž

And now to India. In the ����s, the debate heated up considerably. Paral-
leling the Chinese case, by the latter half of the nineteenth century, Brit-
ish colonial rule sought to legitimize conquest and control of territories in 
India by entrenching it within moral and legal principles based on a hier-
archy of civilization, and •improvementŽ of Indian women came to the 
fore of discussions. Evangelical missionaries attempted to implant Christian 
ideals into the Indian family, expressing •concernŽ about the fate of Indian 
women. Eventually, many Indian reformers used Western liberal arguments 
in favor of women•s rights. The major objective of the reformers was to 
promote education of women, promote later marriages, prohibit sati and 
female infanticide, and to some extent, relax purdah and restrictions on the 
mobility of women.

It was in late nineteenth- century India, and in the context of British 
colonialism, that widow remarriage became an important cause. The 
•woman questionŽ„ with attendant colonial and Hindu reformist agendas„ 
became a symbol of the colonial encounter. Women appeared in these 
debates only as objects for improvement. The major social tracts and com-
mentaries of the ����s and after presented a set of rather 
xed images of 
women. Fundamental to these images were clearly de
ned tracks of respect-
able domesticity, which were accorded a pivotal position in the animated 
debate on social reform. Inevitably, therefore, what had to be negotiated 
was the problem of a •staticŽ woman, con
ned to the space of the house-
hold, duty- bound with familial obligations, even as the drive to make her 
literate became more and more insistent. In spite of the limitations of the 
archive, recent scholarship has engaged in an innovative investigation of 
the debates surrounding the •woman questionŽ as it played out in the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, producing a powerful assessment of 
the various sites of reform, as well as the meaning of education. Scholars 
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have begun to challenge the exclusivity of pain, su�ering, erasure, and 
victimization of women in accounts of China•s and India•s past, and have 
written instead of playful, creative, sensual, and erotic girls and women.

Conclusion

Di�erent religious beliefs and political con
gurations meant that the strik-
ingly similar family systems of China and India nonetheless produced very 
di�erent life experiences for men and women. Ironically, in the twentieth 
century, when both India and China were marked by e�orts to reform (and 
•modernizeŽ) society by reforming women, women became simultane-
ously symbols of the nation and symbols of society•s •backwardness,Ž and 
gender relations in China and India looked most similar.

In exploring some moments in the gendered history of early modern 
China and India, we have attempted to provide an alternative view of the 
domestic spaces, the family, and the diverse range of women 
gures in these 
histories. We have addressed explicitly the varying ways that women appear 
in the archive of historical records and highlighted ways women have 
attained lives that were di�erent from the prescribed norm. It is largely male 
authors who underline the models and ethics of life that women must fol-
low. This fact reinforces the point that historically the male has often been 
claimed as the universal, and everything to do with the female/feminine 
has been constructed in the terms of that universal. This chapter might be 
considered a feminist commentary on the workings of the (male) univer-
sal: how it produces purported truths about women, what it catalogues, 
and how and what it erases from the historical records.
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I n China the study of history has long been celebrated as an essential 
component of e�ective governance. History was a •mirrorŽ for the 
ruler, but also a rich source of models of proper behavior for all: 
lial 

sons and daughters, ministers of state, monks, merchants, etc. Imperial gov-
ernments consistently supported the collection of documents and oversaw 
the crafting of dynastic histories; at the same time, private scholars might 
write their own alternative histories as challenges to the state and its histori-
cal orthodoxy. In India history was rarely honored as a distinct category of 
fact- based study or writing, yet Indians did not lack historical imagination. 
They simply expressed this imagination in di�erent forms and„ given the 
enormous linguistic diversity of the subcontinent„ languages. Some rulers 
of the many separate states of India had their dynastic achievements cut in 
rock inscriptions. The literati who recorded the past often gave historical 
events a literary form, weaving together fact and 
ction, thereby revealing 
a conception of history and the writing of history„ that is, a historio-
graphical vision„ very di�erent from that embraced in either China or 
the West.

As di�erent as the Indian and Chinese historiographical traditions are, 
there are nonetheless some points of similarity. Surely there is no merit in 
the stark contrast drawn by the German philosopher Georg Friedrich Hegel 
(����… ����) between the •rationalŽ and •prosaicŽ Chinese, who, living 
under the guidance of a strong state, were naturally drawn to historical 
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thinking, and the unruly Hindus, who, given to extreme �ights of fancy, 
supposedly produced no history. Of course the idea that •Hindus have no 
historyŽ requires serious reevaluation, but it is also a mistake to assume that 
China•s historiographical tradition was any more •rationalŽ than other 
national/cultural traditions.

Hegel•s comment, born of his imperfect knowledge of both India and 
China and his Eurocentric bias, alerts us, further, to the dangers of judg-
ing one culture•s historiographical vision by the yardstick of another•s view 
of what history is. Berating Indians for failing to think about history the 
way the Chinese did adds little to our understanding of the meaning of 
history in either culture. So too, assuming that history writing in either 
(or any) culture ought to •measure upŽ to •modernŽ standards for the practice 
of history„ the second error that Hegel made„ confounds any e�orts to 
comprehend the ways history was used in China and India. Like all cul-
tures, China and India have for centuries been thinking about, using, and 
reinventing their pasts, but neither has fashioned its histories in conformity 
to the standards of modern historiography, which were developed in the 
West in the nineteenth century and now dominate the practice of history 
throughout the world. This chapter explores how Chinese and Indians 
•didŽ history on their own„ very di�erent„ terms.

Di�erences: Linguistic, Cultural, and Political

It is perhaps best to start with the factors that created di�erence.
The 
rst thing to stress about textualizations of India•s past is their diver-

sity. The country boasts more than a dozen major languages with histori-
cal traditions stretching back centuries and in some cases millennia. Sanskrit 
was the principal pan- Indic language of letters in the ancient world, and 
this continued through the end of the 
rst millennium. The later medi-
eval and early modern periods saw the rise of vernacular languages that 
were more speci
c to regions (an analogy with Europe would be the shift 
from Latin to Romance languages). Muslim dynasties with an a�nity for 
Persian culture began to hold sway in north India by the early thirteenth 
century, bringing further complexities to this linguistic picture. Grappling 
with Indian history means grappling with multiplicity.

China, in contrast, enjoyed, relatively speaking, a greater degree of lin-
guistic unity and political continuity. Literary or classical Chinese, although 
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it certainly changed signi
cantly over time, served as a written lingua franca 
from roughly the third century to the early twentieth century; at the very 
least it enabled widespread textual communication (despite the enormous 
diversity of spoken languages and dialects) among the educated elite. Most 
histories were written in this language. And, although China su�ered its 
share of invasions„ most notably during the •period of disunionŽ (third 
century to late sixth century), when a succession of conquerors took north 
China; in the thirteenth century, when the Mongols founded the Yuan 
dynasty; and the seventeenth century, when the Manchus established the 
Qing„ the conquerors adopted many of the political institutions and cul-
tural practices of the Chinese, lending some degree of continuity even to 
these periods of foreign conquest.

It would be dangerous to exaggerate this linguistic unity and political 
and cultural continuity. Many fall into the trap, accepting the current 
nationalistic assertion of the existence of a single, coherent •ChinaŽ from 
time immemorial„ when in fact sharp regional, economic, linguistic, 
ethnic, and cultural di�erences repeatedly threatened the unity of even 
the most solidly •ChineseŽ empires. But there is no question that, com-
pared to India, China enjoyed a more uni
ed cultural and political tradi-
tion. It also enjoyed„ in another sharp contrast with India„ a long written 
historical tradition. Writing developed very early in Chinese history. It 

rst appeared on oracle bones in the second millennium BCE; these served 
both as tools of divination and, once the divination was completed and 
recorded on the bone, as the archives of the Shang state.

Indian history was less dependent on writing, particularly in the early 
centuries. The 
rst Indian historians weren•t writers at all. Accounts of the 
civilizational attainments of ancient India often begin with the four Vedas 
(lit. •knowledgeŽ), a tradition of Sanskrit cosmological and ritual lore 
though also, arguably, historical lore that, like the Shang oracle bones of 
China, originated in the second millennium BCE. The Vedas preserve 
fragmentary genealogies of ancestors and accounts of sacri
cial and other 
activities in the •Land of the Five RiversŽ (now the Punjab region of north-
western India). Traces of the past as found in Vedic literature were viewed 
as an important model for ritual behavior. •Now, Indrota Daivapa Sau-
naka once performed this sacri
ce for Janamejaya Pariksita,Ž runs a typical 
instance, •and by performing it he extinguished all evildoingŽ (trans. Julius 
Eggeling). Later participants in Vedic culture were prompted by such 
stories„ so runs the theory„ to engage in the same sacri
cial activity, and 
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in so doing they connected to their past. But nobody felt the need to write 
any of this •historyŽ down. For one thing, writing did not yet exist in 
India. Most Vedic texts were not committed to writing until the late medi-
eval period; instead, they constituted an oral archive to be transmitted 
exclusively by Brahmans„ traditional India•s learned class„ through sophis-
ticated recitation practices that continue right down to the present day.

The writing of history was much more prevalent in early Chinese society 
than it was in India. We can trace its changing technology with some preci-
sion. The earliest •historiesŽ„ terse chronological accounts of the major events 
and rituals of the di�erent states of the North China Plain„ were probably 
written by o�cial scribes on bamboo strips, tied together to form a scroll. By 
the sixth century BCE, silk was also in use, and by the end of the second 
century CE at the latest, paper had become a popular medium. Writing, as 
has been noted, is not a prerequisite for historical thinking„ oral cultures do 
have history„ but it doubtless provides a handy tool for record keeping and 
thus the writing of history. Several centuries later, the invention of wood-
block printing made the rapid reproduction of texts„ and the spread of 
knowledge and sources for the writing of history„ even easier.

But in another way„ in its identi
cation with cosmology and ritual„ 
the practice of history in early China was quite similar to that in India. The 

rst Chinese historians were charged with reading the patterns of the heav-
ens through divination and ordering the ruler•s sacri
ces in harmony with 
those patterns. The chronologically arranged annals of their observations 
and activities„ in other words, their histories„ traced the interrelationship 
between Heaven and human a�airs, particularly as it was mediated through 
the 
gure of the king and his ritual performances. Confucius (

�… ��� BCE) 
himself was to some extent heir to this tradition, as he hoped to replicate in 
his day the perfect order of the past, speci
cally that of the early Zhou 
dynasty (c. ���
… ��� BCE)„ the time, in his view, when virtue ruled, every 
man and woman knew his or her place, and strict observance of ritual created 
harmony between Heaven and earth.

The Earliest Histories

The Chinese pride themselves on their long historical tradition, pointing„ 
though not entirely accurately„ to their •
ve thousand years of uninter-
rupted historyŽ and to the role that diviners cum historians played even in 
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China•s 
rst dynasty, the Shang (sixteenth century… c. ���
 BCE). The char-
acter that came to mean history (and is part of the modern Chinese term 
for history) 
rst appeared on Shang oracle bones. Very early China pro-
duced several self- conscious records of the past, each suggesting a distinctive 
understanding of the meaning and uses of history. History in the conven-
tional sense is harder to 
nd in early India; in fact, in contrast to the Chi-
nese, early Indians did not develop a separate category of writing identi
ed 
as such. The nature of early historical consciousness has to be sought in 
oral tradition, inscriptions, epics, and other lore, as well as in biographical 
poetry.

Classical India„ Edicts and Epics

While Vedic culture was wholly oral, the advent of writing in India enabled 
new traditions of rock- cut inscriptions and signs of a recognizably histori-
cal impulse, even if nobody cared to coin a name for it. The great emperor 
Ashoka (r. ���… ��� BCE) has often been associated with the 
rst use of 
writing in India. His early warmongering acts as a king caused immense 
bloodshed, which he later regretted. In fact, Ashoka•s grief over the car-
nage led him to convert to Buddhism and publicly embrace nonviolence. 
His famous rock edicts propagated messages both royal and religious 
throughout the far reaches of the subcontinent. This excerpt from rock 
edict XIII shows various recognizable historical markers, such as a record-
ing of the emperor•s regnal year and a concern to enumerate the dead while 
at the same time propagating a distinctively Buddhist message of dharma 
(committing to a morally upright life) and compassion. Note the remorse 
of the emperor (Priyadarshi is an honori
c title that suggests the emper-
or•s magnanimous gaze upon his realm) at the conquering of Kalinga in 
eastern India:

The Kalinga country was conquered by King Priyadarshi [Ashoka], 
Beloved of the Gods, in the eighth year of his reign. One hundred and 

fty thousand persons were carried away captive, one hundred 
thousand were slain, and many times that number died. Immediately 
after the Kalingas had been conquered, King Priyadarshi became 
intensely devoted to the study of Dharma, to the love of Dharma, 
and to the inculcation of Dharma. The Beloved of the Gods, conqueror 
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of the Kalingas, is moved to remorse now. For he has felt profound 
sorrow and regret because the conquest of a people previously uncon-
quered involves slaughter, death, and deportation. (trans. Narayanrao 
Appurao Nikam and Richard McKeon)

Inscriptions would become one of the most powerful vehicles for his-
torical expression in India. And with the new medium of writing came 
an avalanche of textual expression in the subcontinent. First were the 
epics.

Much has been made of India•s purported lack of history. A lot hinges 
on terminology and modernist presumptions about the very category. 
The modern word for history in many Indian languages derives from the 
Sanskrit word itih� sa (iti ha � sa, •and so it wasŽ), the genre designator of 
India•s two great epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana (composed 
roughly between ��� BCE and ��� CE). The Mahabharata and Ramayana 
are deeply in�uential texts that encoded some sense of past- ness for Indians 
over two millennia. The Mahabharata is the great story of the •BharataŽ 
people, from whom Indians considered themselves to have descended 
after most of human society was wiped out in a cataclysmic war. (A com-
mon word for India in modern South Asian languages is •Bharat.Ž) The 
Ramayana, for its part, is the story of the travails of the revered Lord Rama, 
an exemplary king.

These works of itihasa are both more and less than history. Indian epics 
are encyclopedic and contain many digressions and side notes on a whole 
range of topics. They are often deeply political texts that grapple incisively 
with the nature of kingship, the moral order, and the conditions of possi-
bility of civilization itself. Good rule was perceived to be connected to the 
rectitude of the ruler, and the epics contain long didactic passages on gov-
ernance and righteousness. As is often the case in this genre, the characters 
are larger than life. The Mahabharata hero Yudhisthira was the son of Dharma 
or virtue. And the paradigmatic expression for just rule in Classical India 
was •Rama- rajya,Ž the rule of Rama. India•s itihasas also betray more than 
a whi� of the fantastical and would thus fail many diagnostic tests of today•s 
discipline of history. The Ramayana in particular has always been cele-
brated as India•s 
rst work of literature, an early signal that in this thought- 
world history was deeply in�ected by a strong literary impulse. The time 
frames are also hard to reconcile with historicist frameworks. Although 
the Classical Indian epics are understood to have taken place in speci
c 
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yugas or time periods, these were not the same as the ones that humans were 
currently felt to inhabit. The epic idea of time was cyclical, not linear, 
since every so often the creator god Brahma awakens from his slumbers to 
restart cosmic time. In this typical Hindu cosmological imagining, the 
entire world is destroyed periodically and then created afresh. Everything 
is recursive. History quite literally repeats itself.

Such conceptualizations of time may be radically di�erent from mod-
ern historical perspectives but, like the related genre of the purana (•ancient 
loreŽ), these powerful stories were for a very long time carriers of the 
Indian past that were told and retold over many generations. In the 
Arthashastra (c. ��� BCE… ��� CE), an authoritative Sanskrit treatise on 
political life, kings were enjoined to study itihasa and purana, and later sober- 
minded historians such as Kalhana (twelfth century) established their chro-
nologies starting from the supposed date of the Mahabharata war. In India 
the conjoint term itihasa- purana has sometimes been used to designate the 
earliest layer of history. Puranas, like biblical stories, deal with creation, 
primordial ancestors, royal genealogy, and the exploits of legendary 
heroes, sages, and kings. They interweave historical material with some-
thing closer to what we would call myth (though Indians, tellingly, have 
no word for the genre and thus for stories that may be paradigmatically 
but not empirically true), presenting a record of human society that sees 
itself as deeply connected to spheres of enchantment controlled by divine 
mandate. (The same is often said of the Homeric worldview of The Iliad 
and The Odyssey, the epitome of history- as- literature that created a cultural 
framework for ancient Greece and is commonly considered the foundation 
of Western literature.) Often lengthy and prone to digression, the puranas 
recount not only human history but also the narratives of Shiva, Vishnu, 
and the numerous other deities who populate the Hindu pantheon. His-
torical records were also likely to be focused on kings.

The early centuries of the Common Era saw a proliferation of inscrip-
tions issued by Indian royal houses. They were primarily used to record 
donations to communities or temples, but at the same time they were plat-
forms for the proclamations of a king, as with Ashoka, or for articulating 
the historical shape of a dynasty and even, on occasion, for setting the record 
straight. The Chalukyas (c. 
��… �
�), one of the most in�uential Indian 
dynasties, cultivated an extraordinary historiographical tradition in inscrip-
tional form, often (though not always) in prose. Court historians would 
recount the great deeds and generosity of ruling kings in the prefaces to 
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stone- carved grants„ legal records of o�cial gifts. A typical example from 
a Chalukyan grant of King Vinayaditya I, precisely dated to the •Scythian 
YearŽ ��� (��� CE):

With cleverness and daring alone he recovered the vast, full royal 
power that his clan customarily held. He illuminated the quarters of 
heaven with the variegated, golden white banner of his fame acquired 
by his defeat of enemy kings who came before him in battle. He took 
Kanchi (a capital city in South India) directly after defeating the king 
of the Pallavas, whose conquest had marked the decline of the men 
of a dynasty spotless as moonbeams. (trans. Sheldon Pollock)

The inscription goes on to compare the Chalukyan king to, among others, 
Yudhisthira and Bharata of Mahabharata fame. Since these proclamations 
were carved into the very landscape, later court historians would read earlier 
inscriptions„ sometimes traveling to distant temple sites where they were 
a�xed„ in order to establish or con
rm the historical record. History 
was, in this sense, a deeply decentralized a�air. The contrast with China 
would be di�cult to overstate. Instead of entering the protected halls of a 
vast state- controlled history o�ce where archives dating back centuries 
were meticulously kept, an Indian scholar might be expected to roam for 
miles, combing the hillsides in order to 
nd sporadic references to the 
dynasties of the past.

Two Models for History in Classical China:  
The Topical and the Chronicle

A few centuries before India•s epic and inscriptional traditions were evolv-
ing, Chinese were composing histories„ although they too contained ele-
ments of the fantastic„ much more grounded in the nitty- gritty of human 
politics and society. Yet they also very much engaged in re�ection on the 
nature of kingship and the relationship between moral order and human 
society, concerns that preoccupied Indian writers as well. During this 
period, two very di�erent works of history were produced in China: His-
torical Documents (Shangshu) and the Spring and Autumn Annals (Chunqiu). 
Each of these books was eventually designated a Classic (   jing)„ that is, they 
became part of a core group of works interpreted as expressions of the 
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fundamental cosmological, ethical, and political principles of Chinese 
culture. Historical Documents, as its title suggests, is not a chronological his-
tory but rather a collection of documents and pronouncements (varying 
widely in authenticity, though some date to the eleventh century BCE) 
that set forth the principles of rulership and the moral standards that were 
to guide political ideology for the next thirty centuries. The foundational 
concept of the •Mandate of HeavenŽ„ the belief that Heaven grants king-
ship only to men of proven virtue„ is 
rst explained in this work, for 
example; and its accounts of China•s earliest sage- kings and their well- 
ordered societies, though mythical, provided the models (and the rhetori-
cal �ourishes) for later kings and emperors.

The Spring and Autumn Annals is a very di�erent sort of history. A chron-
icle of events in the feudal states of the Central China Plain from the years 
��� to ��� BCE, it was written in the compacted, laconic •ritual styleŽ of 
the earlier annalistic writings„ yearly chronicles„ that comprised simple 
notices of battles, royal successions, alliances, and unusual nature phenom-
ena. The work does not appear to o�er opportunities for re�ection on rul-
ership or ethics. But one tradition of interpretation found hidden meanings: 
it was argued that Confucius, the work•s supposed author, had concealed 
his judgment of historical events in the terse prose of the Annals. Exacting 
analysis of the text•s vocabulary and word order, the titles and proper 
names employed, and the designation of dates and times, it was believed, 
would reveal Confucius•s •praise and blameŽ of the feudal rulers„ and 
therefore his vision of correct governance.

The events recorded so sparely in the Spring and Autumn Annals were 
soon �eshed out and elaborated in a companion text, the Zuo Commentary 
(Zuozhuan), which, though it probably originated as an independent chron-
icle, came to be seen as a commentary on the Annals. It provides a rich and 
detailed narrative fully grounded in human action, often interrupted by 
direct speech. Where the Spring and Autumn Annals reports simply, in nine 
characters, •In summer [��� BCE], in the 
fth month, the earl of Zheng 
overcame Duan in Yan,Ž the Zuo Commentary provides a long„ 
�� 
characters„ and exciting story of family hatred and betrayal (Duan was the 
earl•s younger brother and the favorite of their mother, who schemed to 
ensure that Duan supplanted him as ruler). It can also be considered a work 
of ethics: a lesson on good rulership (the earl was able to defeat Duan in 
part because Duan oppressed his people); and an exemplary display of 
lial 
piety and familial love (the earl and his mother are reconciled in the end).
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Historical Documents and the Spring and Autumn Annals (with the Zuo 
Commentary) established two di�erent models„ the topical and the 
chronological„ that deeply in�uenced all later history writing and inspired 
much debate over the advantages and drawbacks of each form. But the texts 
share some characteristics that distinguish them clearly from the early his-
tories of India. To be sure, there is the same interest in the principles of 
good rulership as we 
nd in the Mahabharata and the Ramayana. But in the 
Chinese works this interest is grounded in •realŽ„ that is to say, human„ 
time (not the yugas or cosmic cycles of the Indian epics) and expressed in 
quite concrete narratives of •realŽ rulers. As Confucius is reputed to have 
said about the Spring and Autumn Annals, •I have relied upon actual a�airs 
and added the mind of a true king to them. I think to reveal them in theo-
retical words is not as profound and clear as in actual a�airsŽ (trans. Ste-
phen W. Durrant).

Biography in Early China and India

This orientation toward actual a�airs, coupled with the faith that humans 
interacted with the cosmos to make history, early ensured that biography, 
particularly biographies of rulers, o�cials, and important political 
gures, 
became central to the Chinese historiographical tradition. As, over time, the 
faith in a responsive cosmos faded and human actions came to be seen as 
the primary drivers of history, biography became the primary vehicle for 
the expression of historical judgments. Although he did not invent biograph-
ical writing, Sima Qian (��
… ��? BCE) was the 
rst historian to identify 
•exemplary livesŽ (liezhuan) as a separate genre of historical writing. Records 
of the Grand Historian (Shiji), his monumental history of China from the 
beginnings of time to the late �nd	century BCE, combines a variety of his-
torical genres (annals, chronological tables, genealogies of hereditary houses, 
topical treatises) with biographies, establishing the form for all later standard 
histories. But the biographies stand out. Sima Qian often appends his own 
judgments (•the grand historian comments . . .Ž) at the end, as in the 
following assessment of Xiang Yu, the aristocratic rebel leader who failed 
to establish a new dynasty after the fall of the Qin in ��� BCE:

He boasted and made a show of his own achievements. He was 
obstinate in his own opinions and did not abide by established 
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ways. He thought to make himself a dictator, hoping to attack and 
rule the empire by force. Yet within 
ve years he was dead and his 
kingdom lost. He met death at Tongcheng, but even at that time 
he did not wake to or accept responsibility for his errors. •It is 
Heaven,Ž he declared, •which has destroyed me, and no fault of 
mine in the use of arms!Ž Was he not indeed deluded? (trans. Bur-
ton Watson)

Sima Qian•s evaluations are often much more subtly and artfully ren-
dered. His group biography of assassins, which is analyzed in some detail 
in chapter	�, conveys a narrative of change„ the deterioration of a code 
of honor in the face of rising realpolitik„ through the juxtaposition of a 
series of biographies of increasingly inept assassins. Indeed, Sima Qian 
often frustrates the reader hoping to 
nd clear- cut •praise and blameŽ 
judgments of the sort attributed to Confucius in his compilation of the 
Spring and Autumn Annals. Even today scholars cannot agree on how 
he evaluates the wealthy men discussed in his •Biographies of Money-
makersŽ: does Sima Qian, a free- market enthusiast, admire these men for 
their drive and ingenuity in turning pro
ts? Or is he, like a good Con-
fucian, excoriating them for their willingness to do anything„ rob graves, 
trade in dried sheep stomachs, etc.„ to make money? This ambiguity 
troubled later historians; although much admired and much read for his 

ne prose style, Sima Qian was also much criticized, particularly during 
the Song (���… ����) and Ming (����… ����) dynasties, when a heavily 
Confucianized historiography had become the model, for his failure to 
embrace the moralizing approach heralded in the Spring and Autumn 
Annals.

Biography plays a central role in Classical Indian historical expression 
as well, but with one major di�erence: biography was usually hagio-
graphy. Indian biographies, known as carita, were not to be written about 
just anybody: only great men merited them. One was the Buddha. Ash-
vaghosha•s Buddhacarita (c. second century CE), among the earliest works 
of classical Sanskrit literature, tells the story of Prince Siddhartha Gau-
tama (the Buddha), who famously turned away from the world at a young 
age and adopted an ascetic lifestyle in the search for truth. Written long 
after the Buddha had died (probably in the 
fth century BCE), it contains 
both lofty praise and moral instruction, celebrating the greatness of a spiri-
tual teacher while simultaneously propounding the tenets of a proselytizing 
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religion. This passage from the scene of the Buddha•s birth in the opening 
canto illustrates the reverential tone:

He will rescue with the mighty boat of knowledge this stricken world 
carried away by the current. . . .  Upon men in this world who are 
being scorched by the 
re of passion, whose fuel is the objects of the 
senses, he•ll pour relief with the rain of dharma, like a rain cloud 
pouring down rain, at the end of the summer heat. (trans. Patrick 
Olivelle)

Kings too were considered worthy of the carita genre. Exemplary is 
Bana•s Harsa-carita (seventh century), written to honor Harshavardhana 
(r. ���… ���), the ruler of Kanauj in central India. Both the Buddha and Har-
sha are demonstrably historical 
gures, which gives these works a di�erent 
character from much of the itihasa- purana enterprise. Bana even tells some-
thing of his own story, adding autobiography to the mix. It would be dif-

cult to reconstruct a full account of the reign of Harsha or his times from 
the Harsa-carita, however. Bana was not so much concerned with chronol-
ogy as with sequencing events„ like a writer of 
ction would construct a 
plot„ in order to demonstrate how Harsha•s own personal charisma had 
led him to greatness. Kings were idealized 
gures. They were larger than 
life, and approaches to their biographies re�ect this deeply.

Writing a carita on occasion even required some extraordinary fact bend-
ing. For instance, when princes violated the rules of primogeniture, where 
the eldest son is successor to the father, the matter of succession had to be 
handled with great delicacy, even creativity. This was the case with Har-
shavardhana, who had usurped the throne of Kanauj from his brother; 
another celebrated usurper (and fratricide) was famously eulogized by 
Bilhana in his Vikramanka-deva-carita (late eleventh century). Who better 
than a poet, rather than a fact- mongering historian, to make the case for the 
new king? Classical Indian poets considered themselves indispensable 
to rulers because they were responsible for perpetuating the memory of 
a dynasty in the written record. Poetry, they felt, acted as a mirror in which 
the fame of a king could be eternally re�ected for the generations to come. 
Court writers were also public relations o�cers. Just kingship was the ideal, 
yet most historians were constrained to write from the point of view of 
the court, no matter how unjust the current king. Their role was not to 
apportion •praise and blameŽ in the manner of the ideal Chinese historian, 
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but to shape and disseminate the ideology of the court. Blame, when it 
was apportioned, was either very subtle or more pointedly directed at pre-
vious dynasties. The current king was axiomatically perfect„ or such was 
the logic of the carita genre.

But one work from this period does stand out as a work of critical history: 
Kalhana•s Raja-tarangini (River of Kings, c. ��
�), written in Bilhana•s homeland 
of Kashmir during a period of remarkable intellectual ferment. Kalhana was 
working in a local tradition that superbly combined historiographical inquiry 
with poetic craftsmanship; again, these were not separate genres (and he 
clearly labels his historical work a kavya, or poem). Still, River of Kings stands 
apart from earlier caritas because of Kalhana•s approach. He mentions his 
sources in the opening of the work and pauses to criticize several of his pre-
decessors on both factual and literary grounds. He also records with unprec-
edented detail and an almost modernist cynicism the fraught political history 
of Kashmir.

History and the State

It is possible to identify a few striking similarities between the early Indian 
and Chinese historiographical traditions. Both are grounded at the start in 
assumptions about the cosmological signi
cance and ritual importance of 
history. Historical texts transmit notions about the moral responsibilities 
of rulership that long shaped the rhetoric„ if not the actual practice„ of 
governance; interestingly, both traditions shared the notion that history (or 
in the case of India, literature) served as a mirror to the ruler. Both favored 
biography as a vehicle of history. And in both traditions, the literary qual-
ities of historical writing were valued: in India literature was history, and 
in China historical works came to have canonical status as treasured 
classics.

Equally powerful, however, are the di�erences. In early India, history 
did not enjoy independent bibliographical status, and the documentary 
impulse was much weaker than in China. Inscriptions were an important 
means of recording events, but much of history was truly literature, writ-
ten as poetry (either epic or carita), not prose, as in China. Early Indians did 
not, as a rule, see records as vital to the workings of the state. Nor did court 
writers make the claim to be arbiters of political virtue, as Chinese histori-
ans did; their role was to glorify the achievements of their royal patrons.
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But, although Chinese court historians did not necessarily devote them-
selves to the production of hagiographical biographies of their rulers, they 
had other means of promoting the legitimacy of new dynasties and new 
rulers. From the seventh century on, one of their most important duties 
was the compilation of a history of the previous dynasty, a •standardŽ or 
dynastic history, modeled in form on Sima Qian•s Records of the Grand His-
torian, that would explain the failings of the predecessor dynasty and the virtue 
and wisdom that allowed the current dynastic line to capture the •Man-
date of Heaven.Ž In shaping the narrative of dynastic succession, the Chi-
nese imperial governments recognized and exploited the ideological value 
of history. (They also made it much easier for historians to practice •praise 
and blameŽ because, as in India, it was quite safe to •blameŽ the rulers of 
previous dynasties for their failings„ indeed, that was one of the points 
of the endeavor.) They were also, of course, providing records of the pre-
vious government for current o�cial use, an essential function in a highly 
bureaucratized state.

For the standard or dynastic histories relied on„ and in turn encour-
aged the maintenance of„ a mass of documents and digests compiled by 
the archivists and historians of the previous dynasty. From ��� on, the 
recording and collection of documents were the responsibility of o�cials 
working in a newly established History O�ce. This o�ce produced an 
impressive volume of material: court diaries (chronological accounts of the 
o�cial business conducted in daily court sessions), records of current gov-
ernment (con
dential documents compiled under the supervision of the 
di�erent ministers), daily calendars (a condensation of court diaries and 
records of current government), biographical data, and the Veritable 
Records (annals of the o�cial activities of the previous ruler in a dynasty, 
compiled from the court diaries, records of current government, and daily 
calendars kept under his reign). Thus, the compilers of the standard histo-
ries had a vast amount of material to work from, and they worked through 
it with widely varying degrees of dedication and skill. The worst of the 
standard histories are little more than voluminous cut- and- paste jobs, 
excerpts from the mass of documents cobbled together by committees of 
o�cials. The best are considered among the masterpieces of classical writ-
ing. It is unlikely that any but the best were regularly read, although they 
were kept at court and doubtless used as documentary references.

The documentary- rich foundation of the Chinese imperial state encour-
aged close imperial oversight„ and interference„ not so much in the 
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writing of the standard histories (although such interference was certainly 
not uncommon) as in the record keeping of the current dynasty. To pro-
vide just one of many examples: the Yongle emperor (r. ����… ��) of the 
Ming dynasty, who had usurped the throne from his nephew, saw to it that 
the Veritable Records of his father, the founder of the dynasty, were rewrit-
ten„ no fewer than three times„ to strengthen his claim to legitimacy; 
among other falsehoods, he claimed that his mother was the chief consort 
of the founder. Although the method was di�erent, as during the reign of 
the Indian monarch Harshavardhana, historians occasionally had to engage 
in some extraordinary fact bending to please their demanding employers.

Nonetheless, the relationship between the Chinese state and the histo-
rian (or record keeper) was one of ambivalence and much potential 
tension„ and in this sense starkly di�erent from that in India during the 
classical age. Doubtless the concerns of a powerful emperor to assert his 
legitimacy or burnish his legacy created pressure on the o�cials in the His-
tory O�ce and other court historians, who may have had little recourse 
but to •help him shape and disseminate the ideology of the court.Ž Yet at 
the same time, the historian, the arbiter of •praise and blameŽ according 
to the early historiographical tradition, could claim a moral authority and 
far- ranging judgment that quali
ed him, like Confucius himself, to eval-
uate even the mightiest of rulers. History was a •mirror to the rulerŽ„ 
and the historian held the mirror. Sima Guang (����… ����), an o�cial (but 
not an o�cial historian) of the Song dynasty, reminded the ruler of this fact 
in the very title of his work, Comprehensive Mirror to Aid in Government 
(Zizhi tongjian). Throughout the text he drives the message home: all of 
the almost three hundred chapters end with a series of judgments 
addressed to the emperor: •Your servant Guang is of the opinion. . . .Ž 
Repeatedly he links the moral qualities of the ruler and his o�cials to the 
state of the empire, embracing the conventional Confucian faith that good 
governance depends on the ruler•s virtue.

But his narrative is designed to emphasize a practical political message 
as well: quite simply, the beginning and end dates of the Comprehensive 
Mirror reveal what Sima Guang wants the ruler to see in his •mirror.Ž ��� 
BCE, when the weak Zhou king ceded power to a regional strongman, 
marks the beginning of the decline of the great Zhou dynasty; �
� CE 
marks the eve of the founding of the Song dynasty, the reuni
cation of 
China under the leadership of a strong ruler, Zhao Kuangyin (r. ���… ��). 
The pointed contrast delivers Sima Guang•s message: the emperor was to 
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•mirrorŽ the strong ruler, the founder of his dynasty. Remarkably, for much 
of the time that Sima Guang was working on his history„ with the per-
mission of the emperor„ he was also leading the opposition to the reform 
program endorsed by that same emperor.

Whether functioning as a mirror for the ruler or as a vehicle for politi-
cal legitimization, history writing in China was seen as the responsibility 
of the state. The very language of o�cialdom relied on it: policies were 
justi
ed by historical precedents and political positions summarized in his-
torical allusions. The determination with which certain rulers pressed 
their own versions of the past„ as well as the quickness of dissenting o�-
cials and scholars to turn to historical narratives to express political 
criticism„ reveals the 
rmness of the belief in the bond between history 
and political order.

No such bond existed in India. History was irrelevant to the functioning 
of the state. Rulers„ at least until the early modern period„ were manifestly 
uninterested in collecting or preserving large volumes of data. This is a 
conspicuous di�erence between the two societies.

Changing Political and Historical Cultures

History writing in India and China in roughly the thirteenth to seven-
teenth centuries underwent some changes and also followed very di�erent 
paths. In India, new political developments prompted the spread of di�er-
ent conceptions of history and transformed and strengthened the relationship 
between historians and the state. In China, however, as o�cial histori-
ography entered a period of decline, there was a proliferation of uno�cial 
histories and an expansion in the understanding of the suitable subjects of 
history. In both cultures, new dynasties of foreign rulers reshaped the cen-
tral concerns of historians, both o�cial and private.

Persian Historiography and India•s New Political Dispensations

Not long after Kalhana was writing River of Kings in the far northwest of 
the subcontinent, Turkic Muslims established themselves to the south in 
the Gangetic plain in a political formation that would later come to be 
known as the Delhi Sultanate (����… �
��). The language of high culture 
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of the new rulers was Persian, which introduced new protocols of court-
iers, court poetry, and elite learning as well as sophisticated structures of 
government administration to the expanding reaches of Islamic society. 
The Arab conquest of the Persian Empire in �
� had given an impetus to 
the eastward spread of Islam toward Central and South Asia. A fusion of 
Arabic, Persian, and Turkic traditions brought additional genres and per-
spectives to Indian historiography.

The Muslim nobility of India engaged with a variety of texts from the 
greater Islamic world. Advice literature was especially popular among the 
courtiers and kings who drew inspiration from Persian culture. These texts 
often combine historical inquiry with political theory. Advice genres like 
akhlaq, or mirrors for princes„ a genre that took the form of annalistic 
history in China„ provide insight into how India•s Islamic dynasties 
responded to cultural, religious, and political di�erence. Shari•a (Muslim 
law) was a subject of considerable negotiation in India, where Muslims were 
never a majority. Persian texts from beyond India, like the thirteenth- 
century Nasirian Ethics of the Azerbaijani author Tusi (who dedicated the 
book to an Ismaili ruler who also had to confront the problem of religious 
di�erence), provided the theoretical foundation for more inclusive policies.

The Perso- Arabic genre most readily equated with the English term 
•historyŽ is tarikh (chronicle). The tarikh, like the Indic carita, may be asso-
ciated with a particular ruler. One of the most famous chronicles of the 
Delhi Sultanate is Zia al- Din Barani•s Tarikh- i �roz shahi (��
�), which con-
cerns the reign of Firoz Shah Tughlak (r. ��
�… ��). Barani speaks eloquently 
about the genre of history writing, which he considers the very highest 
form of learning. This was a view that never would have been defended 
previously in India, where poetry was preeminent, and to the extent that 
it served as history was concerned with timeless, paradigmatic truths 
rather than quotidian facts. One of history•s many bene
ts was its ability 
to instill good character (for instance in a sultan), a view, we have seen, 
embraced by Confucian Chinese historians hoping to provide models or 
•mirrorsŽ of proper governance and ethical conduct to their rulers. For 
Barani, who also wrote advice literature, history was closely aligned with 
the principles of Sunni Islam, and ultimately only Muslim historians could 
be trusted.

The later Mughal period (�
��… ��
�) saw a whole cluster of emperor- 
speci
c texts. Two Mughal chronicles, the Baburnama (Account of Babur) and 
Jahangir-nama (Account of Jahangir), were autobiographies, among the very 
rst 
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in the Islamic world. The self- narrative of Babur, the founder of the Mughal 
dynasty (anomalously written in a dialect of Turkish, his native language, 
rather than in Persian), tells the story of a prince on the run from Central 
Asia who 
nally succeeded in conquering India four years before his death, 
in �
��. Both Babur•s and Jahangir•s accounts proceed chronologically and 
capture a wealth of important diplomatic and military details as well as the 
more random and incidental moments in daily life, including what often 
seems like the ingestion of a surprising amount of intoxicants. A fairly typi-
cal entry from the diarylike Jahangir-nama reads as follows:

On the eve of Saturday the twenty- 
rst [corresponds to December	�, 
����] the forward camp set out under good auspices in the direction 
of Agra [a Mughal capital]. Barqandaz Khan was assigned the post of 
supervisor of the arsenal of the Deccan [southern] army. Shaykh 
Ishaq was assigned to Kangra [district in the north]. Allahdad Khan 
Afghan•s brothers were released from prison and given an award of a 
thousand rupees. I sent two white falcons as a gift to [the emperor 
Jahangir•s son] Khurram.

On Thursday the twenty- sixth [December	 �] a wine party was 
held as usual, and the gifts from the ruler of Iran that he had sent 
with Zaynal Beg were presented for my inspection. I gave Sultan- 
Husayn of Pakhli an elephant. (trans. Wheeler	M. Thackston)

As a rule, Persian chronicles conform more to conventional notions of 
history than their classical Indic counterparts. Most tarikh writers adopt a 
chronological perspective, even if their unit is the year of the current sultan•s 
reign. Some Persian texts show annalistic features, recording the day- to- day 
proceedings of the court (roznama) in a fashion somewhat reminiscent of the 
Veritable Records kept at Chinese courts. There are often incidental refer-
ences to the period•s prominent nobility, both Muslim and Hindu, and many 
take stock of the past from a comprehensive, longue durée (long- term) per-
spective. Dates are given; competing evidence is weighed. Such easily recog-
nizably historiographical concerns and techniques would mean that unlike 
writings in Sanskrit, the Indo- Persian sources were widely viewed as a legiti-
mate tradition of history writing in the nineteenth century, when modern 
notions of history began to hold sway.

And yet panegyric (praise) and didacticism (imparting lessons)„ 
often seen as �aws in the more •HinduŽ approaches to the past„ were 
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demonstrably part of the Persian tradition as well. Like the writers of caritas, 
chroniclers always praised their sultans. Moreover, in Sultanate and Mughal- 
period India no less than in classical times, the legitimacy of rulers was 
generally based on perceived divine sanction. In his rock- cut inscrip-
tions, the emperor Ashoka introduced himself as •the beloved of the 
gods,Ž and in fact most Classical Indian kings considered themselves imbued 
with a portion of divinity. Abu al- Fazl, author of the Akbarnama (Account 
of Akbar), presented his patron as a perfected man connected to the divine 
presence, aided in part by the norms of a Persian textual culture that was 
often overlaid with Su
 tropes:

Heavenly in appearance, he is an earth of stability;
possessor of universal intelligence, Jalaluddin [glory of the faith].
Light of the sun of essence and shadow of God, jewel of
the crown and throne, Akbar Shah.
Be this ancient world new through him; may his star shed rays of 

light like the sun. (trans. Wheeler	M. Thackston)

Notable here is the idea, shared by the Chinese, that the ruler has in 
a sense earned divine sanction (or, in the case of Chinese rulers, the 
Mandate of Heaven) through his moral perfection; he does not enjoy a 
European- style •divine rightŽ to do as he wishes, but he has the sanction 
of God because of his special qualities. (The Akbarnama is also discussed 
in chapter	 �; Fazl wrote of Akbar•s harem as a symbol of near divine 
status.)

However positive the public perception of the emperor, ruling the vastly 
diverse territories of India was never easy and insurrection was a common 
problem for the Mughals, one of the rare Indian dynasties that aimed to 
bring the whole of the subcontinent under their sway. From the time of 
Akbar it became a widespread state policy to incorporate highly ranked 
Hindu vassals into the Mughal bureaucracy, allowing them to remain rajas 
(local kings) in their own dominions. Many of these Rajput chieftains 
felt understandably con�icted about their loss of political authority under 
the Mughal dispensation. Some resisted mightily. The sixteenth-  and 
seventeenth- century Persian chronicles often present the enforcing of 
Mughal authority in didactic terms. Thus, a Hindu raja who rebels against 
imperial authority and then comes back into the fold is said to have •escaped 
the cesspool of errorŽ or to have reached •the felicity of his majesty•s grace.Ž
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For all of the rhetorical �ourishes that characterize both Indic and Per-
sian textual culture, the early modern period (largely coextensive with 
Mughal rule) saw more historiographical accuracy and a much stronger 
sense of deliberation about the past than ever before. Historical re�ection 
began to accommodate an increased sense of human (as opposed to divine) 
agency. The standards by which history was to be written also underwent 
some updating. In the lead- up to his sponsorship of Abu al- Fazl•s Akbar-
nama, for instance, Akbar issued an imperial edict exhorting people to share 
their memories of his father, Humayun, and grandfather, Babur, and the 
recent political events that had culminated in the successful founding of 
the Mughal Empire. Emperor Humayun•s sister Gulbadan Begum, for 
instance, wrote the Humayunnama (Account of Humayun) as a direct result 
of Akbar•s command. The politically astute Akbar, who was acutely aware 
that he ruled over a diverse population, also became deeply interested in 
the pre- Muslim Indian past. Not unlike the British colonial rulers who 
would unseat the Mughals two centuries later, Akbar commissioned trans-
lations of a host of Sanskrit texts, notably the Mahabharata and Ramayana„ 
evidently then seen as histories„ into Persian. His court historians presented 
him as a universal emperor, whose incisive intellect did not allow anything 
to bypass his critical gaze.

There were naturally tensions between Persian- style historiography and 
more local visions of the past that had been disseminated through Sanskrit 
traditions like itihasa- purana and the carita. Some Mughal- period writers, 
including Emperor Babur, saw India•s Muslim rulers as their only legitimate 
predecessors, and many Indo- Persian chroniclers rather shortsightedly 
traced the beginnings of Indian history to the advent of Islam. Others, how-
ever, adopted a more wide- ranging perspective, straining to incorporate 
the events of the Mahabharata or the earlier genealogies of Indian kings 
into their worldview. Occasionally Persian historians, such as Abd al- Qadir 
Badauni (�. ����), appear nonplussed by what they saw as the •preposter-
ous absurditiesŽ of their Hindu sources. Evidently nineteenth- century 
Europeans were not the only ones to express some degree of exasperation 
with •Hindu historyŽ or a perceived lack thereof. Badauni was also a severe 
critic of Akbar. Some of the now much vaunted open- mindedness (in 
today•s India Akbar has become a byword for religious tolerance) of the 
emperor, including an interest in other religious faiths and his selective 
adoption of quasi- Hindu practices like vegetarianism and sun worship, 
could also be perceived as apostasy. Badauni waited until the emperor was 
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dead before he published his history, an indication that dissent would not 
be tolerated.

More popular, if less veri
able traditions suggest that imperial author-
ity could be questioned, at least in some circles. An entire subgenre of ver-
nacular poetry, for instance, casts Akbar in a less than regal light. Still a 
favorite in Indian children•s bedtime stories is Birbal, considered one of 
the nine jewels (i.e., luminaries) of Akbar•s court. In tale after tale his leg-
endary wit consigns the emperor to the status of an inveterate bumbler.

The early modern state was a paper bureaucracy in ways that were wholly 
unprecedented for India„ but that had been long established in China, as 
the earlier discussion of court record keeping reveals. In India, inscriptions 
were common but writing had never fully supplanted orality (witness the 
transmission of the sacred Vedas). Palm- leaf manuscripts remained for cen-
turies the preferred medium for textual circulation, but paper became 
more and more dominant as a medium due to Muslim in�uence (the Mus-
lims had learned paper making from the Chinese in the mid- eighth cen-
tury). While Indians of all stripes eschewed print (the technology was 
available to them, but they never chose to adopt it) until the colonizers and 
missionaries established their presses, literacy was a prized attainment 
among several social groups: Muslim elites, Brahmans, Jains, and Persian-
ized scribal communities like the Indian Munshis, who helped to keep the 
Mughal bureaucracy running.

After the sixteenth century there was a huge proliferation of a wide range 
of documents, and for the 
rst time it is possible to identify a corpus roughly 
comparable to the sorts of o�cial records kept in China from an early period. 
This is probably more than an accident of survival, though old documents 
did not stand a 
ghting chance in India•s tropical climate. The Mughal state 
does seem to have gathered information on a much larger scale than was the 
norm in previous times. A whole class of news writers contributed to a bur-
geoning information economy. Local languages also became more formal-
ized as written traditions, leading to a proliferation of record keeping and 
new genres of historical writing at India•s regional courts.

The Rise of •Uno�cialŽ History in China

From the thirteenth to seventeenth centuries, then, the Indian subconti-
nent was undergoing political and cultural changes that introduced new 
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approaches to history. Formerly poetry had on occasion been a mirror to 
the ruler and even a moral guide for governance, but with the exception 
of inscriptions, Sanskrit textual culture had rarely been a documentary 
exercise. During the Sultanate and later Mughal periods, as had already 
taken place much earlier in China, the link between history and the state 
was reinforced: while the classical carita tradition continued in Sanskrit and, 
eventually, in local Indian languages, new genres of Persian history writ-
ing and record keeping were developed to support Muslim rule.

In China at roughly the same time, the practice of history had taken 
new turns as well, albeit in very di�erent directions and due to very dif-
ferent causes. O�cial history su�ered a decline during this period, in part 
as a result of the Mongol conquest (to the mid- fourteenth century) and 
the overzealous e�orts of the emperors of the restored Chinese dynasty, the 
Ming (����… ����), to limit and control the activities of the History O�ce 
and o�cial historians. For most of the dynasty, the histories of the di�er-
ent reigns were not kept, and the standard of history writing was low: the 
History of the Yuan Dynasty (Yuanshi), hastily completed within two years 
of the Ming founding, is considered the worst„ or one of the worst„ 
standard histories in terms of both accuracy and style. As one distinguished 
critic complained, •The national historiography never failed in its task to 
such an extreme degree as under our dynastyŽ (trans. On- cho Ng and Q. 
Edward Wang).

But the poverty of o�cial history seems to have spurred the writing of 
private or •uno�cialŽ histories (yeshi, •histories [written] in the wilder-
nessŽ). Belying the oft- quoted claim that history in China was •written by 
o�cials for o�cials,Ž literati not employed by the government also contrib-
uted signi
cantly to the historical tradition. Although the •uno�cial his-
toryŽ genre was certainly not new in the Ming, literati and retired o�cials 
of that period produced a striking number, as if to make up for the inade-
quacies of o�cial history. Tan Qian (�
��… ��
�), author of Evaluations of the 
Events of Our Dynasty (Guoque), explicitly stated in his preface that concern 
about these failures was the motive for his privately compiled annalistic his-
tory of the Ming. Criticizing those o�cials who submitted to the will of the 
emperor in editing the veritable records, Tan tried to correct the account of 
the Yongle usurpation by restoring the rightful emperor to the record and 
praising the actions of o�cials who had remained loyal to him. But in many 
ways the �ood of uno�cial and •miscellaneous historiesŽ written in this 
period served not just to compensate for the severe limitations of the o�cial 
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record but also to enrich and expand the historical record. Shen Defu•s 
(�
��… ����) Gathered Outside the Wanli Court (Wanli yehuo bian), for example, 
is a wide- ranging set of observations about politics and life in the capital; 
and Ye Mengzhu•s (����… c. ����) Experiencing the Times (Yueshi bian) records 
local economic conditions in the Jiangnan area. These works (and many 
others too numerous to list) re�ect a growing interest both in smaller infor-
mal, even personal (•I was thereŽ) histories covering a short time span, and 
in historical investigations of topics rarely touched upon in o�cial histories: 
regional economies, popular customs, material culture, etc.

Local Histories

In this context it is perhaps not surprising that other, more localized forms 
of history writing began to �ourish in China. Gazetteers (difangzhi), local 
surveys of counties, prefectures, and provinces, proliferated in the early 
modern era, although the genre had originated many centuries before. 
These were topically organized digests of information„ including much 
historical information„ about local geography, administration, educational 
institutions, ritual and cultural practices, economy, and important 
gures 
of local society. Of course these works were political products, in that the 
court often ordered their compilation (and a presentation of the completed 
gazetteer to the Imperial Library) as a means of identifying a locality as 
part of the empire. They also served as valuable sources of local informa-
tion for magistrates and other o�cials sent from the center to manage local 
government. But local scholars and gentry of necessity played leading roles 
in„ and sometimes even initiated„ the production of gazetteers, and thus 
were able to shape the narrative of their native place. In so doing, they had 
opportunities to provide either alternative interpretations of or important 
details about local events and conditions not found in central state records. 
Even o�cial editors might use the gazetteer as a means of indirectly criticiz-
ing state policies. Feng Kecan (�. late seventeenth century), for example, in 
his gazetteer of Tancheng county, Shandong„ where he served as magis-
trate until cashiered for incompetence„ makes clear that the unreasonable 

scal demands of the state doomed his e�orts to govern a profoundly 
impoverished area e�ectively.

Gazetteers are generally shaped by the concerns of government, both 
central and local. But other forms of local history„ we might even say social 
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history„ �ourished well outside the purview of the central government. 
Genealogies (zongpu, zupu, jiapu), a genre that originated most likely in the 
third century CE, began to be produced in signi
cant numbers only in 
the late Ming and Qing. This was to some extent a response to large- scale 
social changes: as corporate lineages developed, particularly in south China, 
genealogies„ accounts of a family•s history, with lists of its members and 
ancestral halls and often (highly ritualized) biographies of its most distin-
guished men and women„ became important means of registering lineage 
members (so as to determine who had access to shared property), de
ning 
proper behavior within the lineage, and establishing the standing of the 
lineage in local society. But these works, whatever their social and eco-
nomic meanings, were self- consciously identi
ed as histories. Their pref-
aces routinely introduced the notion that the genealogy form, with its 
hereditary tables and biographies, derived from Sima Qian•s Records of the 
Grand Historian; the latter treated the guo or state/empire, the former the 
jia or family„ which in Confucian ideology is the prop of the state and 
the training ground for the ruler.

Localized history also took on special importance in India during the 
early modern period. Persian remained the imperial language of the 
Mughals, and Persian historiographical approaches and historical genres 
governed the writing of history at court. But Persian histories were also 
written outside the court, and in the regional Indian kingdoms, local his-
tories in various vernaculars proliferated. Examples are legion in Bengali, 
Telugu, Marathi, and, in the regions closest to Mughal power centers, in 
various dialects of Hindi.

Many of the Hindi- using literati were Brahman or Jain rather than from 
scribal castes associated with the imperial bureaucracy, which means they 
were more likely to be conversant with Sanskrit than Persian. Hindi his-
torians therefore turned to familiar genres like the carita, updating the clas-
sical past to meet the needs of the Mughal present. Take the Man-carita (�
�
) 
of Narottam, a biography of Raja Man Singh Kacchwaha, a leading Rajput 
general under the Mughal emperor Akbar. One impulse behind this text 
was to construct Man Singh as an ideal Hindu king and Mughal o�cial 
(the two roles were not incompatible), and Narottam drew on a stock of 
motifs from the classical carita genre. However, the poet- historian was also 
clearly grappling with an insistent new Mughal political reality that 
impinged in various ways on his text. Sanskrit poets were on the whole 



R E L AT I N G  T H E  PA S T  [ �5� ]

more prone to idealizing, their caritas more focused on the timeless than 
the temporal. Often classical writers were concerned not so much with 
quotidian details as with establishing something more abstract and gener-
alizable about human potential, presenting an exemplary life story from 
which future generations stood to learn (and suppressing that which 
detracted from the mission). The early modern historical writings in Hindi 
were as a rule more realistic and connected to the here and now. The works 
were often dated (this was almost never the case in Sanskrit). They were 

lled with proper names, local family genealogies, and details of speci
c 
recent events. Hindi writers also attempted •to shape the narrative of their 
native placeŽ by including descriptions of their cities and matters of local 
concern. Still, the authors of vernacular caritas did not jettison the literary 
impulse altogether. The descriptions of their cities read more like poetry 
than gazetteer, and writers would often showcase a raja•s heroic exploits 
using elaborate poetic techniques. As with Sanskrit, most of the Hindi his-
torical tradition was composed in verse, not prose, so literary demands such 
as rhyme scheme, alliteration, and genre conventions had a strong claim. 
Moreover, the western Indian provinces in which many Rajput kingdoms 
were located boasted a strong bardic tradition; thus, aural- performative 
�ourishes and genealogical concerns„ the staple features of bardic tales„ 
also made their way into Hindi historical writing. In performance, bards 
would have added or subtracted, corroborated or subverted, or in some 
other manner stamped their own imprint on the narrative.

India•s Rajput kings, like their Mughal overlords, also widely turned to 
more structured record keeping by the seventeenth century. Scribes kept 
track of more and more facets of society, from marriage and kinship records 
to daily proceedings at the court. New genres came into being to docu-
ment events in more matter- of- fact and less poetically embellished ways 
than had been the norm before. Local courts now routinely had daftars 
(repositories of records) and libraries.

A dramatic example of this new attention to the archive comes from the 
Jodhpur court of the ����s. The Jain intellectual Mumhata Nainsi, a prom-
inent revenue administrator under Maharaja Jaswant Singh (r.	����… ��), 
began to compile a history of the Rajput polities, including accounts of 
select Muslim rulers. He naturally had access to the records of his own 
court but evidently was also able to procure important manuscripts from 
quite far a
eld since documentary records were by this period far more 
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readily available. He sifted through this material and evaluated it, com-
piling the salient details into a comprehensive account of India•s major 
royal houses.

History, Conquest, and Counter- History  
in the Early Modern Period

As a tradition that ran concurrent with Persian historiography throughout 
the early modern period, Hindi history writing o�ered up a combination 
of perspectives. Some accounts of events were quite congruent with Per-
sian versions that emerged from the Mughal imperial domains. But, at 
times, a raja who was denounced as a worthless renegade in the imperial 
paradigms in Hindi became a local hero, celebrated for his bravery and mar-
tial ethos. There were thus elements of counterhistory. One writer, Kes-
havdas (�. ����), wrote a narrative poem about the Mughal invasion of his 
own kingdom (Orchha in central India), telling it from the point of view 
of a local prince whom he depicted as a martyr. Elsewhere, using the carita 
genre, he recounted elements of recent Mughal history that were connected 
to political intrigues at his court. In the time- honored tradition of the clas-
sical carita, the work also served as an opportunity to broadcast the kingly 
authority of his patron, Bir Singh Deo Bundela (r. ���
… ��), who was closely 
allied to Emperor Jahangir. In a political climate that demanded uncom-
promising allegiance to the Mughal emperor, regional Hindu rajas and their 
court writers could still project a sense of sovereignty with a lowercase s.

Some Hindi writers also expressed their views of the Mughal Empire. 
Narottam included a brief biography of Akbar within his Man-carita. Clearly 
he thought highly of the emperor, and his perspective was in this sense 
quite congruent with imperial records like the Persian Akbarnama:

Akbar is lord of Delhi, praise be unto him.
He commands respect in the four directions.
This is Hindu rule, who says it is Turk?
The kings sing his praises everywhere.
He (Akbar) always worships Vishnu and bathes in holy Ganges 

water.
He doesn•t kill living beings. He does not extract rapacious taxes.
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Attitudes toward the Mughal authorities varied considerably. Some 
regional courts chafed against Mughal rule. Bhushan, a Hindi court poet 
of the Maratha rebel king Shivaji (r. ����… ��), likened serving the empire 
to chasing a prostitute:

Working under the Delhi government is like chasing a clever, 
desirable prostitute.

She does not stay faithful to one man.
But Shivaji is under the sway of a woman called •fame.Ž
The woman who traps everybody else can•t touch him.

When vernacular histories served to record dissenting voices, Hindi 
writers, like their counterparts in China, engaged in praise but also dis-
pensed blame„ not, of course, directed at the court that patronized them. 
In premodern India histories were generally sponsored by courts.

In China, conquest provided a strong impetus for the writing of private 
histories. These might be acts of dissent or resistance but were just as likely 
to be serious re�ections on the failings of the Chinese state and society. 
Such was the case after the fall of the Ming dynasty to non- Han conquer-
ors, the Manchus, and the establishment of the Qing dynasty in ����. The 
loss of the Mandate of Heaven and its humiliating capture by a •barbar-
ianŽ people required analysis and explanation: what had gone wrong?

Zhang Dai (�
��… ����?) is not the most famous of the historians who 
struggled with this question, but his example nonetheless nicely demon-
strates the almost obsessive interest, as well as the personal passions, it 
inspired. The pleasure- loving scion of a wealthy and distinguished family 
of Shaoxing, Zhejiang, in the culturally advanced Jiangnan region, Zhang 
lived a fairly carefree life until the Manchu invasion. Although impressively 
well educated, he never succeeded in passing the civil examinations that 
would have granted him a much coveted o�cial position. In ����, appar-
ently oblivious to the external threats to Ming rule but keenly aware of 
the internal weakness of the government of his day, he began writing a 
history of the Ming from its founding to ����. This work was interrupted 
by the conquest, after which Zhang•s life changed dramatically: many of 
his friends lost to military resistance or loyalist suicide, his family•s property 
expropriated, he lived a life of poverty and seclusion in the mountains 
outside of Shaoxing.
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He devoted himself there to the completion of two works that grapple 
with the Ming fall: Book in a Stone Casket (Shigui cangshu, ��

) and a sequel 
(����), both of which analyze what went wrong in the Ming through bio-
graphies of the late Ming emperors. The fate of the dynasty was already 
set by the time of the greedy and indolent Wanli emperor (r. �
��… ����), 
who employed eunuchs to •ravish the people of the empire•s resources.Ž But 
only in the reign of the Tianqi emperor (r. ����… ��), Wanli•s grandson, did 
the state of the empire become evidently critical: then, •the illness pene-
trated into the region of the kidneys: since [the patient] was running out 
of physical strength, malignant lesions developed in the bones. Shortly, 
those lesions festered and seeped with pus, and the life was gone.Ž Zhu 
Yousong, the prince of Fu, who had brie�y led resistance to the Manchus as 
•emperorŽ of the Ming in ���� and ���
 (and whom Zhang had brie�y 
followed), was in Zhang•s eyes so contemptible that he did not deserve to 
be included in the legitimate Ming line: •not only stupid but also reck-
lessly promiscuous,Ž he employed evil ministers and doomed any chance 
of a Ming comeback (trans. Jonathan Spence).

Stone Casket presents a conventional Confucian analysis of the Ming fall 
as a failure of moral character on the part of the last rulers of the dynasty. 
Other historians blamed the Ming educated elite for their absorption in 
airy philosophizing and consequent neglect of good governance. One of 
the bolder spirits of the day, Wang Fuzhi (����… ����), who had fought 
against the Manchus and refused to serve the new dynasty, identi
ed the 
vicious factionalism of Ming politics as the problem and then went on to 
baldly deny the sovereignty of the Manchus; citing many historical prec-
edents, he argued that barbarians could never legitimately rule China.

Had Wang Fuzhi•s views been widely known in his lifetime (his writings 
were not published until the nineteenth century), there is no question that 
he would have su�ered at the hands of the Manchu rulers. The state•s con-
viction that control of the historical record was essential to the mainte-
nance of power was nowhere more clearly expressed than in the actions 
taken in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to stamp out any hint of 
anti- Manchu sentiment in Chinese histories (and eventually to construct 
a history for the Manchus). When, for example, it came to the attention of 
the Kangxi emperor (r. ����… ����) that a Chinese scholar had completed a 
history of the last years of the Ming dynasty that treated the Southern Ming 
(established to resist Manchu rule after the Manchus had already conquered 
China in ����) as a legitimate government and referred to the Manchu 
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emperors by their personal names (violation of a sacred taboo), he had the 
text destroyed; its editor•s corpse exhumed and burned; the family mem-
bers of all the scholars who had participated in the work either executed 
or enslaved; and the printers and purchasers of the work executed, together 
with any o�cials who had known of its publication and not reported it to 
the throne. At total of seventy people were put to death, and many others 
exiled. It is impossible to 
nd a comparable case in India of such vocifer-
ous censorship and retribution. Control over the historical record simply 
never mattered that much.

The Kangxi, Yongzheng (r. ����… �
), and Qianlong (r. ����… �
) emper-
ors all oversaw campaigns to identify and destroy any historical works 
(and, indeed, any works at all) that could be construed as anti- Manchu. 
But, as discussed in chapter	�, the Manchu emperors were also devoted to 
the construction of a history for the Manchus. Yongzheng and Qianlong 
took positive steps to manage the historical record by commissioning the 
compilation of genealogies of the Manchu ruling family and a study of 
the origins of the Manchu people. The most important of these works, the 
Investigation Into Manchu Origins (Manzhou yuanliu kao), completed in ����, 
provided the Manchus with a written history that con
rmed, through 
scholarly investigation (or so the title claimed), that the Manchus were 
descendants of the Jurchens, earlier conquerors of north China„ and thus 
had, by virtue of this precedent, a legitimate claim to the governance of 
China. This argument required the adjustment of some of the Chinese stan-
dard histories; the Qianlong emperor saw to it that the histories of the Jin, 
Liao, and Yuan dynasties were •correctedŽ to support the conclusions of 
the Investigation Into Manchu Origins.

At the same time that the Qing emperors were insistently shaping both 
the Chinese and the Manchu historical narrative, scholars outside the court 
were developing new critical approaches to the study and writing of his-
tory. They were by no means the 
rst to think about historical method 
and source analysis. In the Tang (���… ���), Liu Zhiji (���… ���), author of 
the 
rst Chinese work of historiography, The Study of History (Shitong, ���), 
wrote very pointed critiques of Sima Qian•s Records of the Grand Historian 
(he found it annoyingly repetitious and wordy) and the work of the Tang 
History O�ce, in which he served. Historians adopted a critical attitude 
toward their sources. Sima Guang and the many editors of his Comprehensive 
Mirror for Aid in Governance, for example, drew on a wide array of sources 
(over three hundred) and included discussions of disputed points (with 
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textual variants provided) within the Comprehensive Mirror (although it is 
also true that Sima Guang sometimes changed the wording of his pri-
mary sources in order to highlight his interpretation of events). And Ming 
readers were highly critical of the o�cial histories produced at court.

But systematic analysis of errors in the great histories of the past and 
development of tools for the critical evaluation of sources were phenom-
ena of the high Qing, in particular of the movement of evidential research 
that called for close philological study of ancient texts, so that their origi-
nal meanings could be restored. The pioneers in this e�ort gained practi-
cal experience in textual criticism through their work collating texts in the 
Imperial Printing O�ce in the mid- eighteenth century; they applied their 
expertise to the production of several studies of variant readings in the 
standard histories. By the end of the century, three noted scholars had 
produced searching philological analyses of inconsistencies in these works; 
Zhao Yi•s (����… ����) Notes on the Twenty- Two Histories (Nianer shi zhaji), 
covering all the standard histories from the Han through the Ming, is the 
most interesting, as Zhao did not simply point out inconsistencies but 
also	o�ered more general assessments of each work and, more broadly still, 
of the nature of historical writing.

The evidential research scholars repudiated the moralizing •praise and 
blameŽ historiography promoted by earlier Song and Ming historians; tell-
ingly, they also celebrated Sima Qian for his avoidance of simple moral-
izing. But the evidential research movement•s greatest long- term impact 
on historical thinking and history writing lay in the methods of critical 
textual analysis it promoted and the questions it raised about the nature 
of the Classics. Some of its discoveries called into question long- held assump-
tions about the sacred nature of these texts; most notable was the conclu-
sive demonstration that the version of Historical Documents long believed to 
be authentic was in fact a forgery of a much later period. By the end of the 
eighteenth century historian Zhang Xuecheng (����… ����) had famously 
declared •the Six Classics are all history.Ž

This view, expressing an eagerness to historicize„ and perhaps to 
desacralize„ the Classics, was by no means widely accepted. One of the 
notable intellectual developments of the nineteenth century was the resur-
gence of political analysis and policy founded on decoding the Spring and 
Autumn Annals. The sweeping reform program that inspired the famous 
(and failed) Hundred Days of Reform in ���� grew out of an esoteric read-
ing of this history Classic, based on the faith that Confucius had hidden 
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his blueprint for political reform in the coded language of the text. The 
ruler simply had to crack this code, and then he would know how •to over-
come the chaos of the age and restore its correctnessŽ by 
rst •governing 
himself,Ž then •transforming the barbariansŽ (that is, the Western and Jap-
anese imperialists), and 
nally uniting all, Chinese and barbarians alike, 
in a ritual order of •great peace.Ž

Historians of the day, whether skeptically critical of the authenticity of 
the historiographical tradition or certain that it held the key to China•s sal-
vation, were still working very much within the tradition and still con
-
dent that history„ accurately understood„ should serve as a guide to 
present policy. The prominent o�cial Zhang Zhidong (����… ����), for 
example, urged careful combing of the dynastic histories for ideas about 
how to meet contemporary challenges: •Readers of history should focus 
on exhaustively investigating events and the discussions conducted by the 
ancients, on searching the causes of rise and decline, the evolution of gov-
ernment, the weight of circumstance, and changes in the mood of the times, 
in order to bene
t the human spirit and intelligence and, when a problem 
arises, be able to see all possible plans.Ž

The crises of the day could be understood and resolved only by looking 
into the •mirrorŽ of the past.

Modernity and the Critical Practice of History

Although the speci
c contexts were very di�erent, the development of 
•modernŽ history in both India and China was spurred to some extent by 
the kind of historical force that so challenged Chinese literati of the late 
seventeenth century: conquest„ or, in the case of China, the threat of con-
quest. In India, British colonizers initiated the move toward historio-
graphical modernity in the nineteenth century both practically, with the 
reform of Indian education, and conceptually, since the British presence 
itself and colonial o�cers• reconstructions of Indian history spurred Mus-
lims and Hindus alike to re�ect upon the putative weakness that had 
brought them to this impasse of subjection by a foreign power.

The early colonial state drew on many of the resources„ record keep-
ing, revenue collection, a Persian- style bureaucracy„ that had already been 
in place since the early days of the Mughal Empire. Like their Mughal pre-
decessors, the British wanted to know their Indian subjects, and turned 
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their attention to history. They combed Persian, Sanskrit, and vernacular 
texts; they studied inscriptions and mounted archaeological digs; they wrote 
learned articles in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society. Doubtless, schol-
arly values drove some of this spirit of inquiry, but the enterprise as a whole 
could hardly be called value neutral. One of the more damaging historio-
graphical paradigms of colonial history, consistent with a belief in the 
•white man•s burdenŽ and its so- called civilizing mission, was that a great 
(if history- averse) Classical Hindu society had been weakened and over-
run by rapacious Muslims whose supposed tyranny brought India to its 
present state of decline. By occupying India the British saw themselves as 
fostering the country•s uplift. This tripartite division of Indian history into 
Hindu, Muslim, and British periods pitted the two most prominent reli-
gious communities against each other. The lead- up to Indian independence 
was accompanied by massive bloodshed and, eventually, the partition of 
the country in ����. Colonial constructions of premodern Indian weak-
ness contributed to a climate where Hindu nationalists felt the need for a 
militant response to two perceived slights: British occupation and previ-
ous centuries of Muslim rule. Here we see some grounds for comparison 
with China, where a need to understand the Manchu conquest colored 
Qing- period historiographical inquiry.

Still, there were many di�erent layers to nineteenth- century Indian his-
toriography. Only a few can be signaled here. One towering 
gure is the 
Scotsman Colonel James Tod, who served as the British political agent in 
the Rajput state of Mewar from ���� to ����. Tod developed a great a�ec-
tion for Rajput traditions, which culminated in the publication of his in�u-
ential Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan (����… ��). He is certainly guilty of 
romanticizing the Rajputs„ more than one scholar has suggested that some 
of his views were conditioned by an appreciation for the historical novels 
of Sir Walter Scott„ but whereas mainstream colonial historiography gave 
more credence to Muslim historians writing in Persian, Tod was arguably 
the 
rst to emphasize the importance of the vernacular traditions in Hindi. 
More problematic, however, was Tod•s tendency to present the Mewar 
Rajputs• oppositional stance against the Mughal Empire in starkly religious 
terms, as a Hindu dynasty warding o� a Muslim threat. This notion of a 
fundamental Hindu- Muslim enmity between Rajputs and Mughals remains 
dominant in popular history today.

Another noteworthy historian from the nineteenth century is Shyamal-
das, whose Virvinod (compiled in the ����s and ����s) is an interesting 
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blend of earlier Rajput historiographical thinking with the modern con-
ventions of history writing. Hailing from a family of carans, a caste of 
traditional bardic professionals, Shyamaldas had been educated in the 
customary Indian subjects (including itihasa- purana) but also became famil-
iar with some of the more modern evidentiary methods of British histori-
ography. Shyamaldas compiled various records and sources, both Indian 
and British, to compose a new history of the Rajput state of Mewar. He 
was aware of Tod, his seventeenth- century Jain predecessor Nainsi, Brit-
ish 
ndings, and a plethora of more traditional genres, like the caritas. 
As had become customary in his day, he decried the exaggeration that was 
held to have distorted much of premodern Indic historiography. This was 
about as close to Rankean history (the nineteenth- century German intel-
lectual Leopold van Ranke is often considered the founder of modern aca-
demic history) as it was possible to come, although the institutional context 
and conceptualization of the project remained more traditional than the 
product itself: Shyamaldas was still fully reliant on the patronage of a regional 
Hindu court, and the title of his book, Virvinod (•the joyful exuberances 
of heroesŽ), re�ects a much earlier textual worldview rather than a self- 
conscious historian•s endeavor.

The academic practice of history„ sustained not by courtly patronage 
but by scholarly institutions„ was new to India and a direct product of the 
colonial education system. History departments began to appear in Indian 
universities from the ����s. The Bengali intellectual Jadunath Sarkar (����… 
��
�) was a pioneering 
gure in interpreting India•s past through the 
modern techniques of historiography. Sarkar was especially conversant with 
the Mughal period and produced several in�uential works that sifted Per-
sian sources but interpreted them in conformance with European meth-
odologies. From then on it would no longer be said of Indians that they do 
not have •history,Ž at least as the West expected history to be written.

In China, •the move toward historiographical modernityŽ did not 
require the reorientation in thinking or the institutional transformation that 
it did in India, largely because history as conceived and practiced in China 
more closely resembled the methods of historical study developed in the 
West. And no outside power had the ability„ as the British did in India„ to 
impose a new system of education or disciplinary order on China. To be 
sure, the Qing government, in its desperate e�orts to reform, and later the 
Republican government, in its push for modernization, were heavily in�u-
enced by Western models of education (often 
ltered through the Japanese 
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experience). But in China history had long been a subject of study, second 
only to the Classics in importance; it 
t very neatly into the curriculum of 
the modern school system.

But there is no doubt that the dramatic events of the early twentieth 
century, beginning with the fall of the imperial system in ���� and the 
establishment of a republic the following year, encouraged the develop-
ment of critical historiography. Nationalist students and intellectuals, deeply 
disturbed by China•s weakness, launched a vigorous e�ort to de
ne a new 
culture, one strong enough to combat foreign imperialism and grant China 
a place on the world stage. Most often the leaders of the New Culture 
Movement argued that the creation of a new culture depended on the repu-
diation of the old. In historical studies, this trend was expressed as a call to 
•doubt antiquityŽ (yi gu)„ that is, to subject the Chinese histories to rig-
orous critical investigation, to distinguish myth and propaganda from truth, 
in order to forge a new, accurate national history.

The •new historyŽ was in�uenced by trends in Western historiography. 
Chinese historians who had studied in Germany transmitted the rigorous 
philological methods of Leopold von Ranke (���
… ����); those who had 
studied in the United States advocated the principles of the •New Ameri-
can History.Ž Modern archaeological techniques and the comparative 
method were both Western imports that helped to transform the under-
standing of early Chinese history and to contextualize it in world history. 
But there was also another important source for the critical approaches 
championed by new historians like Gu Jiegang (����… ����) and Fu Sinian 
(����… ��
�): the Chinese historiographical tradition itself, particularly the 
work of scholars in the eighteenth- century evidential research movement.

Conclusion

India and China took their own distinctive paths to the past, but they are 
not as incommensurable as Hegel once proposed. The di�erences„ in 
language, conception of time, literary form, and the role of the state„ 
are important. Early Indians wrote their histories in rock inscriptions and 
epic poetry, the Chinese in chronicles and topical histories. The (relatively) 
uni
ed Chinese state quite early saw the advantages to governing in 
both the keeping of bureaucratic historical records and controlling the 
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•nationalŽ historical narrative. India, without the same degree of cen-
tralized governance„ or a single common written language„ came later 
to this realization.

Yet the similarities are equally striking. Both cultures believed that writ-
ten records of past events had cosmological and ritual„ and moral„ 
meaning. History also functioned as a •mirrorŽ to the ruler, as it re�ected 
either his glory or his failure to live up to the principles of virtuous gov-
ernance. Not surprisingly, then, biography was a major historical genre in 
both cultures. Perhaps because of this shared faith that writing history was 
a moral endeavor, historians in both cultures, when they disagreed with 
the governing authority, developed strategies„ and, in China, new forms 
of historical writing„ that allowed them to challenge or bypass, with vary-
ing degrees of subtlety, e�orts at centralized historiographical control.

Well into the twentieth and twenty- 
rst centuries history maintains its 
status in both China and India as an important„ and contested„ arena, as 
both a narrative subject to o�cial oversight and control and a source of 
resistance and change. The People•s Republic of China in its early years 
closely monitored the writing of history, imposing a Marxist- Leninist 
framework as rigid„ albeit in very di�erent ways„ as the dynastic cycle 
framework of the standard histories. Yet in ����, the historian Wu Han 
(����… ����) famously used the history of the virtuous Ming o�cial Hai 
Rui (�
��… �
��) to question Chairman Mao Zedong•s policies (although 
Wu Han su�ered the consequences of this challenge with a long prison 
term that terminated only with his death). The PRC has turned more 
recently to other ways of shaping history„ for example, through the regu-
lation of textbooks and classroom instruction and through the sponsorship 
of a massive new state- funded •dynastic historyŽ of the Qing. Chinese aca-
demic historians routinely produce sophisticated works of •modernŽ criti-
cal history modeled on the evidential research tradition and Western 
historiography. But the awareness of history as both a mirror for and a polit-
ical tool of the ruler is still powerful.

History remains too a vital subject in democratic India today, as the 
country•s postcolonial citizens continue to grapple with the complexities 
of their past. New voices are being heard, as India•s feminists, Dalits (for-
merly known as •untouchablesŽ), and social historians generally bring 
attention to neglected pasts. Engagement with the past, whatever form it 
takes, remains vital. The capital of one of Emperor Ashoka•s pillars is 
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enshrined on Indian currency notes, a constant reminder to Indians of a 
revered Buddhist king from the classical period. The state has rarely exerted 
the same kind of control over the historical record found in modern China, 
although there have been contestations over what can and cannot be 
included in history textbooks as well as academic books, particularly on 
topics to which today•s Hindu majority is sensitive. Some politicians have 
successfully campaigned on a platform of •Rama- rajya,Ž the ideal rule 
of Rama„ not exactly an inclusive platform for a modern pluralistic state, 
but certainly one that illustrates the ongoing presence of the past in every-
day life.
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•Literary TraditionŽ in China and India

W hat makes a literary tradition? Perhaps it is the continuously 
renewed experience of earlier texts over long spans of time 
and across large, somehow coherent territory. In the case of 

China and India, this sort of experience has been in evidence for several 
thousand years, throughout what have long been the two most populous 
countries in the world. The poet Yuan Zhen (���… ���) celebrated his pre-
decessor Du Fu (���… ���) as follows: •When my reading of poetry reached 
Du Fu, I understood that all things great and small were gathered in it.Ž 
Yuan Zhen goes on to give an account of the whole poetic tradition, each 
earlier poet adding something that Du Fu combined into a whole. Grade 
school students in the People•s Republic of China still study texts from 
�,
��	years ago, including those by Du Fu, if with much vernacular expla-
nation. Similarly, the equally old Indian epics are still very much alive in 
the subcontinent, though more often in 
lms, comic books, or village pag-
eants than in the Sanskrit of their most ancient versions. A work like the 
Mahabharata seems to have foreseen its own continuous cultural prominence 
when proclaiming itself a total account of the world: •Whatever is found 
here may well be found elsewhere; what is not here does not exist.Ž

Given the enormous time and space they have 
lled, Chinese and Indian 
literature may appear to be immediately comparable. But that appearance 
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is quickly dispelled when we start to look more closely. Consider just the 
quotes adduced above. Yuan Zhen implies that fullness is the consequence 
of a cumulative tradition, whereas the Mahabharata seems to assume that it 
was all there at the beginning. And this 
rst modest contrast is comple-
mented by many others far more consequential. For example, unlike Chi-
nese, there was no single language called •IndianŽ in which literature was 
communicated across that time and space, but rather several: Sanskrit, the 
•perfectedŽ language (from around �
�� BCE until around �
�� CE), along 
with two languages (or dialects or registers) closely related to it: Prakrit, the 
•naturalŽ language, and Apabhramsha, the •corrupt,Ž or demotic (both used 
especially for pastoral themes during the 
rst millennium); and, in the second 
millennium, Persian, a literary language in India from about the eleventh 
century onward and the o�cial language of the Mughal Empire (�
��… 
��
�). Hindi„ called Hindavi, •Indian,Ž by Arabs, Persians, and others, and 
chosen as the national language in free India in ��
�„ emerged only around 
�
�� out of the broad north Indian vernacular and until the modern era did 
not gain the subcontinentwide presence of Sanskrit or even Persian.

But India•s linguistic di�erences from China are even greater than 
this. Precisely as occurred in Europe around the same time, a number of 
languages of smaller spaces came to be used for the production of literature: 
in the south, Tamil from the early centuries CE, Kannada and Telugu from 
about the tenth century, Malayalam from the thirteenth; in the north, 
Bangla, Hindi, Marathi, Oriya, and others from around the fourteenth or 

fteenth. This process of di�erentiation included scripts as well as lan-
guages, more than a dozen of them (all derived from a single source, an 
ancient script called Brahmi, but their relatedness had long since been for-
gotten), something that again distinguishes India from China but also from 
Europe, where a single script connected the far- �ung areas of •LatinŽ Chris-
tendom. The relationship between linguistic and political di�erentiation 
also seems pretty clear. The empirelike states using Sanskrit gave way 
around the end of the 
rst millennium to regional polities using the ver-
naculars until the coming of the Mughals, who promoted Persian as the 
language of learning and culture in the consolidation of their empire in 
the Indian subcontinent. If these many literatures were not written in a 
language called •IndianŽ or in a politically uni
ed region called •IndiaŽ 
(a term of non- Indian origin), what in fact makes them •IndianŽ?

China did have its own, less extreme language diversity tied to linguis-
tic change, but two factors had large consequences: the ideal of a uni
ed 
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state and the writing system of Chinese characters. The uni
ed polity 
insisted that a number of mutually unintelligible but closely related lan-
guages were merely dialects, as early medieval Europe understood the 
nascent Romance vernaculars as •dialectsŽ of Latin. Chinese characters 
allowed very di�erent pronunciations across space and time, contributing 
to the conviction that it was somehow one language. Pronounced in radi-
cally di�erent ways in di�erent subregions, the characters contributed to 
the establishment of Chinese as the most common written language of pre-
modern Korea and Vietnam, and the second written language of premod-
ern Japan. Far more than Sanskrit, written Chinese kept growing and 
changing; but, until the ideological division between •classical ChineseŽ 
and •vernacular ChineseŽ was institutionalized in the ����s, linguistic varia-
tion in written Chinese was understood by Chinese readers and writers as 
di�erence of registers, each proper to a certain kind of writing. Regional 
variation and linguistic change were manifested primarily though new 
genres of drama, song, and prose narrative.

Lyric, Like and Unlike

If the time and space across which a literature is produced and continu-
ously reproduced contribute to making a literary tradition, it is thanks to 
genres that a literature comes to be recognized as literature. And if in many 
respects the genres found in China and India are strikingly incompa-
rable, some, like the short self- contained poem„ called •lyricŽ for ease 
of reference here, without assuming a category identical across the two 
traditions„ were shared enthusiasms over a very long term. Both traditions 
show an interest in the emotional force of literature„ how emotion is 
coded in language„ and in the closely related phenomenon of implication, 
how something is conveyed without being said. Both emotion and impli-
cation are showcased in the short lyric in China and India; these components 
do of course exist in the European tradition, but they became a central 
concern to writers and critics only in more recent times. In addition, liter-
ary traditions also require learning, self- re�ection, and often theory, and 
here China and India again show some striking points of convergence.

Let us consider one example each of the sort of lyric poem that these 
two literary cultures prized, and the kind of learning, on the part of writ-
ers and readers, that they both presupposed.
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We do not know who wrote this sample Sanskrit poem. It is included 
in an anthology called the Amaru-sataka, or Hundred Lyrics of Amaru, but many 
of the verses in this anthology are elsewhere attributed to other poets„ 
and we have no idea who Amaru was anyway, if he was more than the anthol-
ogist and actually a poet to whom some of the poems should be ascribed. 
We do not know where the Hundred Lyrics was written in the vast world 
that Sanskrit occupied in South Asia (and even Southeast Asia, where 
the language was also cultivated), since Sanskrit poets typically sought to 
eliminate any marks of localization. We do not know when it was written. 
The anthology dates from sometime before the late ninth century, but the 
sample poem could be from anytime between then and the beginning of 
the Common Era, when Sanskrit 
rst came to be used for nonscriptural 
poetry, since marks of temporality were eliminated too. The form of the 
poem strongly suggests that it is a benediction introducing the collection, 
but we have no idea what work it may once have introduced. In short, 
all the tradition has given us is the poem„ complete in itself, not a frag-
ment of some larger work„ along with a history of interpretations of it. 
Here is a literal translation:

The 
re of Shiva•s arrows, like a husband
whose betrayal is still fresh, was driven o�
as it tried to clutch their hand, mercilessly struck
when grasping at their hem, shaken o� when stroking
their hair, spurned spitefully falling at their feet,
and in the act of embracing rebu�ed with force
by the women of the Triple City, eyes brimming with tears. 
May this 
re burn away your sins. (trans. Pollock)

If the who, where, when, and why of the poem is information never 
preserved, this is not because of the tradition•s historical stupidity; detailed 
data for many other aspects of premodern Indian life are available in other 
cultural forms, such as inscriptions. The information is missing because 
none was thought to be necessary for understanding the poem. Sanskrit, 
considered the language of the gods, was prized precisely because it allowed 
literature to escape human time and space and live forever. All that was 
necessary was the learning that the tradition privileged. Part of this learn-
ing, the simple part, is the mythological background; the harder part is the 
aesthetic.
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According to legend, the enemies of the gods once built three cities, 
out of gold, silver, and iron, in heaven, in the sky, and on earth. The great 
god Shiva destroyed them in an act of violence and heroism„ but also com-
passion, since if Shiva destroyed living beings he did so to save the uni-
verse from their wrongdoing. This cosmic act pre
gures the possibility for 
the god•s salvation of the individual devotee, however great his own 
wrongdoing may be. If this little bit of cultural knowledge su�ces to 
make the surface meaning of the poem clear enough, understanding the 
poem•s emotional registers was a challenge no less for traditional readers 
than for us.

It was entirely within the scope of Sanskrit criticism to ask why God•s 
destructive 
re should be compared to a husband, and an unfaithful husband 
at that, who is seeking forgiveness by ever more desperate actions. This 
was not, however, a question traditional readers posed. Nor would they 
have cared to remark on the several ironies here, for example, that the 
gure 
of a straying husband is used in connection with the deity who famously 
elevates asceticism over eroticism, or that one and the same 
re should 
burn away sin destructively in the case of evil and bene
cently in the case 
of a devotee. (See also chapter	� on 
re as a burning away of sin in widow 
self- immolation.) Most of these questions, along with more general ones 
about the relationship of lyric poetry to legend or, even more important 
here, to theology, are of interest typically only to those standing outside 
the tradition and looking in.

The interest of those inside lay, in part, in the mechanisms of signi
ca-
tion, especially literary •implicationŽ„ meaning without saying„ which 
was subtly analyzed by Indian thinkers and is beautifully exempli
ed here: 
the errant husband is mentioned in the simile but coordinated with the 

re only by a series of puns (far more compelling in the original). But what 
preoccupied them above all was the poem•s rasa (•tasteŽ), its principal emo-
tional impact: tragic? heroic? erotic? Readers re�ected on its rich com-
plexity for centuries. The power of God•s cosmic act could be seen as heroic 
or violent or awe- inspiring, all three emotions being recognized as possi-
ble aesthetic tastes, and all were suggested by thinkers from the ninth to 
the sixteenth centuries. For others it is the tragic that is primary„ after all, 
the wives are tearfully watching as their husbands and children are burned 
alive. There is further a clear suggestion, conveyed by a simile, of the erotic: 
the women are repulsing the 
re like an unfaithful husband come home 
to ask forgiveness. How the tragic and the erotic coexist here (since the 
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former presupposes permanent separation, the latter eventual reunion) led 
to further sophisticated analysis.

What fascinated Indian readers, in short, was not only how a poem 
makes us feel but also how it makes feeling by the processes of verbal repre-
sentation. For them, the feeling evoked by a poem, far from being a critical 
fallacy as it was for the American •New Critics,Ž was its very essence, both 
the horizon of expectation that shaped the creation of literature and the 
central object of literary criticism. The centuries- long history of re�ection 
on the rasa, or emotional impact, of poetry like Amaru•s supplies us with 
another of the diagnostics„ besides time and space and genre„ of what 
makes an Indian literary culture: a very learned practice, and self- aware 
tradition, of slow reading.

No Chinese poem is anything like the Amaru poem. While Indian read-
ers of literature were typically uninterested in the speci
cities of place, 
time, and historical context„ though this typicality can be overstated, given 
the precise temporal referencing found outside the lyric genre, in for exam-
ple royal inscriptions (see chapter	 
 on inscriptions as historiography)„ 
Chinese readers read a poem in the context of the author, his life, and the 
larger historical world in which he lived. Du Fu, one of China•s greatest 
poets, documented his life in unprecedented detail. He even added his own 
notes when he thought that later readers might not know the circumstances 
behind a poem. For a thousand years every Du Fu poem has been read as 
part of the •Du Fu storyŽ„ a poetic biography set in motion by Du Fu 
himself. His life was set in a historically tumultuous period of the Tang 
(���… ���, also considered China•s golden age of poetry), and that was always 
the background of his story.

If we cannot date Amaru, much less feel con
dent that the poem was 
written by him, there are a remarkable number of Du Fu•s more than �,��� 
poems that can be dated to the year and season, often to the month and 
day. A tenuous link may also be found in the interplay between the world 
on a cosmic scale and the human world close at hand. The •AmaruŽ poem 
makes a human situation the simile by which to try to grasp the otherwise 
inexplicable actions of an omnipotent god. Likewise, in •Staying Over at 
White Stands Station,Ž Du Fu, on the shore of a vast lake, crosses from this 
world to that world, from a journey in the empire, where name and reality 
are matched, into mythic space through re�ection. Du Fu wrote his poem 
in February	���, the 
rst month of spring and the last year of his life.
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Having left his comfortable life in Kuizhou on the Yangzi River, Du 
Fu went downstream to the great city of Jiangling, hoping to 
nd friends 
and above all, patrons. Finding his friends but no patrons and in a desper-
ate situation, he took the inexplicable next step„ as he often did„ setting 
out southward with his family onto the vastness of Lake Dongting, head-
ing for Changsha in modern Hunan. In this context, passage from this world 
to another world has a particular resonance. The phrase that Du Fu used 
for this journey onto Lake Dongting, planning to go to the •Southern 
Deeps,Ž would have evoked for any reader the great parable that opened 
the ancient philosophical work by Zhuangzi (���… ��� BCE) in which the 
mythic Peng bird, whose wingspan is so large that it covers the sky from 
horizon to horizon, •plans to go southŽ to bathe in the •Southern Deeps.Ž 
In the parable, the •Southern DeepsŽ represents the sky- pool of heaven, i.e., 
that world. With this parable Zhuangzi, who more often teaches the relativity 
of perception and value, is satirizing the inability of those who can conceive 
only of the world close at hand to imagine a universe beyond that.

To return to this world, in late winter of ���, Du Fu found a mooring 
at White Sands Station in a section of Lake Dongting called Green Grass 
Lake. These stations were part of the imperial post system, with lodging 
for travelers on o�cial business. Du Fu had the credentials of a vice- director 
in the Board of Works, but it was an honorary appointment and evidently 
not enough to get the old man lodging in the government post station.

������� ���� �� ����� ����� �������

I spend night on the water, now still in last sunshine,
the smoke of men•s dwellings, and then this pavilion.
Beside the station, sands white as before;
beyond the lake, the grass turns fresh green.
The million images„ all springtime•s vapor;
on a lone raft, I myself am the wandering star.
Along with the waves, the moonlight boundless,
and on its sparkling I draw near to the Southern Deeps.  

(trans. Owen)

Another old story is also cited by traditional commentators as the source 
for Du Fu•s interesting poetic usage of the •lone raftŽ and •wandering starŽ: 
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Zhang Hua (���… ���), a court o�cial and poet, tells of a man who every 
year in mid- autumn saw an empty raft passing down the Yangzi River. 
One year he boarded the raft and was carried to sea and up around into 
the Milky Way, the •River of Stars.Ž Following the current, he returned 
to earth and came to Chengdu in Sichuan, where he consulted a local 
astronomer, who told him that he had seen a •wandering starŽ in the heav-
ens earlier. On his •lone raftŽ at night, amid the shattered re�ections of 
moonlight and starlight, Du Fu sees himself as that •wandering star,Ž ready 
to launch into Zhang Hua•s •River of Stars.Ž

As the poem moves from twilight into darkness, it moves from imperial 
space to mythic space. At 
rst Du Fu comes over the huge lake, recognizing 
where to stay by the •smoke of men•s dwelling,Ž leading him to the imperial 
station. Tying his boat up there, he matches the place names with what he 
sees. White Sands has white sands; and now in early spring Green Grass Lake 
has newly green grasses. This is imperial space, down to earth, where words 
match experiential perception. We can locate these places on a historical 
map. But moving into night and re�ection in the lake•s water, representa-
tion links ordinary imperial space to something else. Du Fu•s •wandering 
starŽ becomes the great Peng, beyond mortal understanding, drawing closer 
to the •Southern Deeps,Ž where he will bathe in the celestial ocean.

In the classical poetics of the eight- line regulated verse, the 
fth and 
sixth lines are the turn. The poem does indeed turn, moving outside the 
security of imperial space into another dimension. In the second couplet 
Du Fu matches •imageŽ and •name.Ž In the third couplet all the visible 
images of the world are •springtime•s vapor.Ž For all its simplicity, this is a 
strange, grand line. The Chinese word Du Fu uses is qi, translated here as 
•vapor,Ž as it often is. For example, steam rising from boiling water is qi. 
But is also a basic term in Chinese cosmology for the cosmic substance that 
is life energy, which is sometimes coalescing into hard things, sometimes 
attenuating into invisible gases, and always in �ux. The spring scene before 
him is the momentary shape of spring qi„ for example, in winter the green 
grasses that give Green Grass Lake its stable name may not be so green.

Language Dynamics

If the dense learning that marked the two traditions makes them fully com-
parable with each other, other features set them far apart. The 
rst is the 
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question of social status, which is highly marked in all the Indian literary 
languages, beginning with Sanskrit. Although all literary languages are, 
to an appreciable extent, what Henry David Thoreau (in Walden) called 
•father tonguesŽ (•a reserved and select expression . . .  which we must be 
born again in order to speakŽ), Indian languages are characterized by a 
range of internal ranking criteria that di�erentiate them from one another. 
Sanskrit, for example, could only be acquired in the course of formal edu-
cation. From the earliest period of its existence it was restricted to use in 
solemn religious rites„ in what is called the Vedic dialect, from the name 
of the ancient scriptures, Vedas„ and was made available for the creation 
of nonreligious literature perhaps as much as �,
��	years after the compo-
sition of the oldest stratum of those scriptures. While restrictions on who 
could use the perfect language of the gods have been exaggerated in 
both traditional accounts and modern scholarship, there is no question that 
those outside the Vedic fold, such as the new religious communities that arose 
around 
�� BCE, in particular the Jains and Buddhists, originally rejected 
Sanskrit (or were, so to speak, rejected by it), and composed their own reli-
gious texts in other languages newly invented for the purpose. But Jains 
and Buddhists both eventually adopted Sanskrit, whose prestige and uni-
versality made it the premier language of literature across South Asia for 
more than a millennium. This early history is important as well for the 
example it o�ers of language restriction and response, a process that would 
be reenacted time and again in the literary history of India.

In China language was conceived as situated in a hierarchy as a register 
of social standing, with the range of possible registers restricted by genre. 
This sounds complicated, but it is instinctive in English: one does not apply 
for a job in a bank with the English used in rap lyrics. In terms of varia-
tion, a dialect is regional, whereas a language is often the claim of a dis-
tinct self- governing country. Galician is a Spanish dialect; Portuguese is a 
language„ despite the fact that Galician and Portuguese are far closer than 
Galician and Spanish. We can map this phenomenon in India, which had 
many independent regional polities, whereas China, whatever the politi-
cal situation of the moment, believed in one polity.

One of the most distinctive features of Indian literary history is the inter-
play between languages that traveled boundlessly„ Sanskrit and Persian 
above all„ and those that did not„ the dozen or so regional vernaculars 
with written traditions. This linguistic situation strongly resembles that of 
Europe, where Latin and the Romance and Germanic vernaculars parallel 
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Sanskrit and the north Indian vernaculars (Hindi and so on) and south 
Indian vernaculars (Tamil and so on). This interplay was impossible before 
such regional languages were constituted as literary languages in the 
rst 
place, a process inaugurated in southern India in the late centuries of the 

rst millennium (with Tamil as a precocious pioneer) and visible in north 
India from about the thirteenth century. The constitution of a literary lan-
guage is not a natural development; it is the result of an act of cultural 
will, and in India this will was sharpened by two developments, the 
rst 
and earlier political„ the growth of regional polities„ and the second and 
later (and perhaps even a consequence of the 
rst) religious„ the emergence 
of oppositional faith movements that spoke to often very local concerns.

•Vernacularization,Ž as this process is now often termed, was in India 
initially an elite, courtly a�air, as regional political orders sought to repli-
cate the transregional political idioms and practices of Sanskrit. Among the 
most important of these practices, for its high symbolic value and its prac-
tical contribution to moral education, was literature. This cosmopolitan 
vernacular, as it might be called, of the regional polity gave way in many 
places to a regional vernacular reaction on the part of religious groups, 
which sought to displace the courtly with more local„ and often militantly 
anti- Sanskritic„ registers.

With few exceptions, the vernacularization of India was essentially com-
plete by the time the Mughal Empire was founded. Although the Mughals 
originated in Central Asia and were speakers of a Turkic language, they 
adopted Persian as the language of empire„ the language of learning and 
culture used by much of the courtly culture of the Islamic world after its 
conquest of Persia. The Mughals thereby changed the fortunes of the lan-
guage dramatically. In the case of the Lodi dynasty that preceded the 
Mughals, the semio�cial language was called Hindavi, an early form of 
today•s Hindi. Persian too was in many ways an elite idiom in its Indian 
embodiment. Despite pervading much of everyday language in north India 
at the level of vocabulary (by a process still unclear to scholars; the pene-
tration of the bureaucracy has been suggested), its use was essentially liter-
ary, as a code of courtiers and religious professionals; Persian was hardly 
more of an everyday language than Sanskrit. The erosion of Persian begin-
ning in the late eighteenth century, among other factors, led to the creation 
of a new literary language called Urdu, in which a spoken idiom, largely 
indistinguishable from Hindi, was refashioned as a literary language embody-
ing Persian genres, tropes, rhetoric, and aesthetic. In all these processes, 



S O RT I N G  O U T  BA B E L  [ �75 ]

especially those of from about the sixth to the sixteenth centuries, lan-
guages were practically and cognitively instituted as literary by the creation 
of texts that re�ected the values of a dominant earlier literature (Sanskrit 
or Persian, and much later but in a very similar way, English). In many cases 
a whole battery of accessories meant to ensure the individuality, unity, 
and stability of the language developed: dictionaries, grammars, versi
ca-
tion manuals, treatises on rhetoric, and individualized scripts.

The Chinese, by contrast, just kept adding new registers. Chan masters 
from the eighth to tenth centuries were recorded in a new literary (or •anti-
literaryŽ) register invented to mimic the spoken language. Chan masters 
for the next millennium tended to echo that vernacular register. Northern 
plays (zaju) of the late thirteenth and fourteenth centuries invented new 
Chinese characters to represent the sounds of words common in Northern 
Mandarin. However much Mandarin changed over the next eight centu-
ries, later playwrights of zaju never entirely forgot that special language. 
That vernacular dramatic register of language was quite distinct from the 
storyteller vernacular register used in 
ction, but in many cases both ver-
sions of the vernacular register were printed for elite consumers, which led 
to their durability as the register appropriate to a certain genre.

Although Chinese vernacular registers appeared in roughly the histori-
cal period that vernaculars emerged through throughout Eurasia, their 
emergence cannot be described as a revolution. In China it crept in around 
the edges of an already heterogeneous literary language, becoming insti-
tutionalized as still newer written vernacular registers formed around its 
edges. Only in the modern period, under the in�uence of the European 
model, was the range of written Chinese reconceptualized as a •classical 
language,Ž wenyan, and a •vernacular language,Ž baihua. Even when Chi-
nese intellectuals allowed a division in written Chinese, it was into two 
languages rather than many, and those two languages were seen to have 
been in a struggle for dominance, with one emerging victorious and the 
other declared •dead.Ž

The striking contrast with India is that no outside language ever sup-
planted the use of some version of •Chinese.Ž The Mongols ruled in Chi-
nese, as did the Manchus later, and Manchu was even more the creation of 
Chinese loanwords than Ottoman Turkish (used in the Ottoman Empire) 
or Chagatay Turkish (brought by the Mughals from Central Asia), which 
were both heavily in�uenced by Persian and Arabic loans. Admittedly, 
when the Mughals, the Mongols• distant cousins, declared Persian the 
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o�cial language of the empire in the late sixteenth century, it was hardly 
an outside language that was being introduced, since poets in India had 
been writing in Persian almost as long as those in Iran proper. But Persian 
had never been used so assertively as a language of power in India before 
the Mughals made it so, and for many in Mughal service it was a truly 
foreign language they had to learn.

What Is •EpicŽ?

Whereas a number of literary genres beyond the lyric are comparable in 
the two traditions, some are stunningly di�erent in themselves and in their 
historical e�ects. First on this list of di�erences is the dominant role in India 
of the epic imagination, one of the key forces that, through circulation of 
the originals and later vernacular versions, made Indian literature Indian 
in the absence of any single unifying language or script. While the absence 
of epic in China, like the absence of historiography in India (discussed fur-
ther in chapter	
), has been a cliché of Orientalism from the time of the 
German philosopher Georg Frederich Hegel (����… ����), here is a diver-
gence in genre in the two traditions that markedly contrasts with what 
unites their lyric poetry.

In India, the two great epic traditions, the Mahabharata and the Rama-
yana, have shaped its literature in ways with few parallels in world literature. 
It is not just that Sanskrit drama, like the Greek, is largely crumbs from 
the epic table, in that both have plays derived from and heavily in�uenced 
by epic tales. Later vernacular literatures also referenced epic themes, as 
European literature referenced the Bible. Instead, rethinking and rewriting 
the epics were processes that fundamentally shaped literature„ and even 
founded literary traditions„ across Indian time and space.

What is signi
cant about the two great epics from a comparative per-
spective, accordingly, is not so much their literary characteristics as their 
literary- historical e�ects. For the period of its likely origins in the last 
century or two BCE, the Ramayana o�ers an unprecedented combination 
of narrative coherence and aesthetic concern over an extended tale of love, 
loss, and recovery, so much so that the author, Valmiki, was called the adi- 
kavi, or •primal poet,Ž of the Sanskrit tradition. His narrative will be familiar 
to readers of the romantic epic tradition in the West from the Odyssey 
onward. And to readers of the martial epic tradition in the West from the 
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Iliad onward the Mahabharata will be familiar, both for its style (largely 
as oral poetry, which makes it older than the Ramayana though it is also 
younger, since it was probably 
rst committed to writing in the early cen-
turies CE) and for its tale of the centrifugal forces of political arrogance 
and aristocratic pride that ineluctably lead to the chaos of war. The literary- 
historical consequences of the two works, however, are unfamiliar, if not 
unique.

Most regional literary traditions in India de
ned themselves by vernac-
ularizing and localizing one or the other work, their authors often receiv-
ing the same sobriquet of •primal poetŽ in acknowledgment of their 
inaugurating a new regional tradition of poetry. But the consequences of 
these epic works were more fundamental than marking the point of ver-
nacular origins. It is no exaggeration to say that the Ramayana shaped much 
of Indian literary history over some two millennia. This holds true for the 
Mahabharata too, though to a lesser degree; dealing as it does with civil 
war, the most horri
c of political failures, it was often viewed as a less nor-
mative, even more dangerous text. One exception to this is the Bhagavad 
Gita, an episode in the Mahabharata that seeks precisely to invest this failure 
with positive meaning by o�ering a new ethics of social action as moral 
imperative, detached from outcomes. Both epics were held to record actual 
historical events and exactly as the events occurred, and thereby to make 
claims to moral signi
cance„ for de
ning dharma, or the right thing to 
do in one•s relations with parents, siblings, spouses, society, polity„ of the 
sort that actuality far more than 
ctionality carries with it. Akbar the Great, 
the Mughal emperor of the late sixteenth century, recognized the centrality 
of both works to the Indian cultural and political order and commissioned 
their translation into Persian, along with sumptuous illustrations. Their 
didactic force remains strong up to the present day. The Ramayana contin-
ues to enjoy a sanctity among many people as a divine text resistant to any 
modernist historicization, whereas the Bhagavad Gita has in some ways 
become the Bible of India, a status that is no colonial invention but dates 
from at least the eighth century.

Generation after generation rethought and rewrote the epic narratives 
in every imaginable genre of written and performative art. These revisions, 
especially prominent in the case of the Ramayana, sought to address what 
a given era or section of society came to regard as morally problematic. In 
one reworking o�ered in a celebrated Sanskrit drama of the early eighth 
century, the Uttara- rama- carita (Rama•s Last Act) of Bhavabhuti, the heroine, 
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Sita, herself exiled by her husband, Rama, in the face of rumors about her 
in
delity during her captivity, is vindicated by the goddess Earth and by 
the ancient poet himself, who returns to rewrite the end of his story. In 
some South Indian versions especially of the modern period, the demon 
king antagonist Ravana, like Milton•s Satan, has become far more sympa-
thetic, and even heroic, than the protagonist. In yet other versions, Rama 
and Sita are represented as brother and sister (the Pali retelling), or Sita as 
the daughter of Ravana (the Tibetan), or Rama•s brother Lakshmana as the 
wily defeater of Ravana (the oral version of the Dungari Bhils, a commu-
nity of landless cultivators in northern Gujarat), or Hanuman, the monkey 
ally of Rama•s, as the true hero of the story. Indeed, this last rewrite is found 
in many Southeast Asian versions, and is faintly visible in the sixteenth- 
century Chinese novel Journey to the West (discussed later in this chapter), 
a text about Chinese travelers to India that marks the point where our 
China- India comparison, thanks to the vast dispersion of the Ramayana, 
becomes connection.

China•s •lackŽ of an epic was troubling to earlier scholars, both Chi-
nese and non- Chinese. Hegel assured us that every literature was supposed 
to have at least one, and the Sanskrit epics were used to con
rm the thesis 
that epic stood at the head of every tradition. Genres are, unfortunately, 
de
ned inductively; and characteristics of speci
c texts have been taken as 
essential to a genre rather than as interesting possibilities within something 
more broadly conceived. Epics are supposed to focus on one hero in one 
great undertaking. In practice, however, the •one hero, one actionŽ de
-
nition is contingent on a larger knowledge of surrounding history/myth. 
We cannot read the Iliad without knowing the larger story of the Trojan 
War. The early epics were taken as not only historically true but also cen-
ters of historical knowledge. If, instead, we think of epic as foundational 
history, then we have grounds for comparison.

Records of the Grand Historian (Shiji), written by Sima Qian (��
… ��? 
BCE), is not the earliest example of extended historical writing in China, 
but, like the ancient European and Indian epics, it de
ned the past and 
provided material for future iterations of antiquity. It treats China from the 
mythic past down to Sima Qian•s present, the turn of the 
rst century BCE. 
It is in prose, but prose was already the medium of narrative, and it is beau-
tifully crafted. From the beginning it was a written text, drawing on writ-
ten sources, many of which we would classify as •prose romanceŽ (where 
historical material is recon
gured and ampli
ed for the sake of the 
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story)„ although to Sima Qian they were •history.Ž Moreover, Records of 
the Grand Historian has an author very much personally engaged in his text, 
continuing it as a project bequeathed to him by his father and accepting 
castration (rather than honorable suicide) in order to see the book to com-
pletion. Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that he 
nds echoes 
of his own case in many of the stories he tells.

In the famous letter explaining why he accepted castration rather than 
committing suicide, he explains the purpose of the work:

I have compiled neglected knowledge of former times from all over 
the world; I have examined these for veracity and have given an 
account of the principles behind success and defeat, rise and fall. . . .  
In it I also wanted to fully explore the interaction between Heaven 
and Man, and to show the continuity of transformations of past and 
present.

But in the very 
rst of the biographies, which make up more than half the 
work, he questions the existence of any moral order that would make •the 
interaction between Heaven and ManŽ comprehensible.

Perhaps the most striking aspect of the Records is that it is not overall 
linear narrative. It 
rst treats the linear history of the rulers and dynasties, 
then the histories of the great aristocratic families that ruled the feudal 
domains. Then there is a dull, but necessary set of tables correlating the 
histories of the feudal domains, by which a single history became possible. 
The 
nal and largest section treats •biographies,Ž either in pairs, as did 
the Greco- Roman essayist Plutarch, or in sets. Ancient China did have 
prose romances of moderate length treating individuals, but very long 
poetic or prose narrative is not extant. One earlier, long chronicle history 
survives, but the commitment to chronicle makes it almost incompre-
hensible for modern readers because there are many central characters and 
many continuous •actions,Ž appearing then disappearing, to reappear the 
following year or years later. The Sanskrit epic, with its very long digres-
sions, still is framed around a single linear narrative.

Ancient China•s preference for shorter narratives may have had to do 
with writing. Writing was slow, reading was slow, and the physical texts„ 
primarily bundles of bamboo slips„ were cumbersome. To imagine a text 
like the Mahabharata in China, we would 
rst have to imagine a very large 
warehouse with a meticulous organization. As elsewhere in the ancient 
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world, memorization was important, but in ancient China it was memori-
zation of shorter texts.

Whatever the reason, ancient China•s commitment to shorter narrative 
led to a di�erent intellectual order. One of the basic forms of narrative is 
avenging a wrong and setting it right, in which the deferral of action is the 
space of the narrative. This is the cycle of the Trojan War and of the San-
skrit epics. We can 
nd many parallels in Records of the Grand Historian, but 
it is most explicit in a chapter in the biographies, •The Assassins.Ž In the 
structure of the chronologically organized short narratives that make up 
this chapter we see an argument about long duration historical narrative 
done through short narratives.

The 
rst story is very short, on a general of the domain of Lu in the 
early seventh century BCE. Cao Mei was known for his physical prowess 
and was made a general; he repeatedly lost in battle to the neighboring 
domain of Qi, but the Duke of Lu retained con
dence in him. At a treaty 
ceremony with Duke Huan of Qi, in which Lu was to cede large amounts 
of its territory to Qi, Cao Mei leaped out of the Lu entourage, took a knife 
to Duke Huan•s throat, and asked him to return the conquered territory to 
Lu. Duke Huan agreed, and Cao Mei put back his knife and returned 
to the Lu entourage as if nothing had happened. Duke Huan wanted to go 
back on his promise, but his advisor Guan Zhong persuaded him that a 
reputation for honoring his promises was worth more than the territory of 
Lu he had gained. Duke Huan returned the territory.

If we see no interval between intention and action in the Cao Mei story, 
in the three stories that follow an increasing deferral of action, accompa-
nied by formalization of a code of honor involving the recognition and 
trust granted by a superior (hence allowing the assassin to be manipulated 
by the generosity of a superior). With plotting and the deferral of action, 
the stories become increasingly complicated.

The last and longest story occurs about four and a half centuries later, 
when Qin was pressing forward to establish a uni
ed empire. The world 
of Cao Mei was one of honor and obligation; Qin was a machine of empire. 
The story of Jing Ke•s failed attempt to assassinate the Qin king who would 
become the First Emperor has been told in movies such as The Emperor and 
the Assassin and Hero, but it needs to be understood in its original context.

We have another version of the story in an early prose romance, perhaps 
not the one Sima Qian was working with, but close. And we can see Sima 
Qian working with his sources. One of Sima Qian•s most telling additions 
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was that as a youth, Jing Ke •loved readingŽ„ the 
rst time that term 
appears in the tradition. From his knowledge in the story, he seems to 
have been reading stories of assassin- heroes. Unlike all the previous 
assassin- heroes, Jing Ke wanted to become a hero like those he had read 
about. Eventually he met Prince Dan of the domain of Yan, who chose 
him to assassinate the king of Qin. They discussed the example of Cao 
Mei, whose story Jing Ke surely knew„ without any misgivings that the 
age of honor was long past. Prince Dan treated Jing Ke royally, and Jing Ke 
continually deferred taking action until •the time was right.Ž Qin•s armies 
were pressing on Yan, and at last Jing Ke had to go. He concealed his sword 
in a map as an earlier assassin had concealed his knife in a 
sh: he was a 
well- read assassin. He struck, but hesitated, and in the end he died. His last 
words were that he had failed because he wanted to take the king of Qin 
hostage and force a promise to turn conquest (and history) back, as Cao 
Mei had done. This could only have provoked laughter at his naiveté„ 
the king of Qin might make such a promise, but he would never honor it.

We have not one single linear narrative, but 
ve chronologically arranged 
and historically unrelated stories, echoing one another throughout, with 
the last story 
nally coming back to the 
rst. It is a compact way of nar-
rating four and a half centuries of cultural change, in which past narrative 
itself becomes one agent. This is not extended linear narrative, but a basic 
way of making signi
cant historical narrative outside of a linear structure, 
with •one hero, one action.Ž

New Literary Cultures

The early modern period of Chinese and Indian literary history (roughly 
�
��… ����) introduces as many contrasts between the two traditions as any-
thing in the preceding two millennia.

Printing in China became increasingly common during the Tang 
dynasty, with large projects beginning in the tenth and eleventh centuries, 
sponsored by the Buddhist church and the state. China•s early modern 
period should properly be thought of as beginning with the rapid expan-
sion of print culture at the end of the eleventh and through the twelfth 
century in commercial and private venues. If, for the purposes of compari-
son, we take �
�� as the date to begin our account, print culture was already 
fully mature. Manuscripts remained an important venue for circulation 
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(including manuscript copies of printed texts), but printing was ubiquitous. 
The categories of literary publication covered a wide range of purposes 
and markets, both domestic and foreign. At one extreme a family might 
subsidize the printing of the works of a family member, primarily for local 
prestige and for inclusion of the name among prominent literary 
gures in 
local gazetteers. A local o�cial or private scholar could subsidize an imprint 
for his personal interests„ and sometimes make a handsome pro
t from 
the enterprise. At another extreme, 
ction and other kinds of literature 
became a commodity that could be sold throughout the empire as well as in 
Korea, Japan, and Vietnam.

Older plays from the late thirteenth and fourteenth century existed in 
print, but later a
cionados of drama reprinted them as well as more recent 
plays. The great storytellers• cycles were appearing in printed prose narra-
tive; incidents in those cycles provided plots for drama, much as Indian 
drama drew on the epics. Later some of those novels spawned 
ctional spin- 
o�s, followed in the eighteenth century by novels with original plots. 
Everything from popular songs to joke books to political gossip to travel 
diaries and manuals for �ower cultivation proliferated. Earlier literature was 
often reprinted, making possible unprecedented access to the literary tra-
dition. Scholars would collect their judgments of earlier and contempo-
rary writing in di�erent genres. Women writers had long been a presence 
in the tradition, but from the seventeenth century on there began to be 
circles of women writers. They often circulated their works in manuscript, 
but increasingly their poetry collections were printed. Numerous anthol-
ogies of contemporary and earlier women writers often had prefaces that 
re�ected on traditions of writing by women. If memorization retained pri-
macy of place in India into the nineteenth century, print, supplemented 
by memorization, dominated China.

Although it is hard to generalize about such textual production on such 
a scale and in such variety, one consequence bears comparison with India. 
The distribution system of commercial printing produced a truly national 
market, which di�erentiated itself by specialization: it became a culture of 
a
cionados. There were a
cionados of particular kinds of writing every-
where: an early seventeenth- century reader might be devoted to travel 
literature, fourteenth- century plays, and contemporary song lyrics written 
on the model of song lyrics from 
ve centuries earlier. Certain classical 
genres were still generally shared by the educated elite. Thus the hypo-
thetical a
cionado would have had a basic knowledge of and capacity to 
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compose classical poetry, but might not have been particularly interested 
in it.

The old classical genres of prose and poetry were often provided with 
scholarly commentary in print, identifying sources of phrases, explaining 
allusions, and glossing di�cult words. Both the classical and the newer ver-
nacular genres, however, were often also provided with critical commen-
taries, which became part of the pleasure of reading. Characters were 
analyzed, structure explained, and parallel passages identi
ed, often with 
appreciative judgments on the author•s skill. A text could be followed by a 
short essay o�ering an overall interpretation, and the beginning of a book 
might contain a section giving a theoretical overview of what to pay atten-
tion to in reading, or else a literary historical interpretation.

The issue of rhetorical complexity, which so deeply engaged Indian 
literary practice and thought, was never a central concern in the Chinese 
tradition. Classical poetry and the song lyric tradition that matured in 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries in di�erent ways sought a transparent 
perfection in writing about experience and emotion. Heavy 
guration 
did exist but was often understood as concealment, adding a degree of 
intensity by the presumption of that which should not be spoken but had 
to be.

Such a poetics of transparent authenticity begged for its negation, in 
irony, parody, and sometimes disillusioned anger. We 
rst see this promi-
nently in the drama and lyrics in the northern vernacular from the end of 
the thirteenth century. Indeed, the Chinese passion for genuineness in 
poetry was the shadow of a social world perceived as false and duplicitous, 

lled with hidden motives and stratagems. Like Elizabethan drama„ and 
indeed, classical Sanskrit„ Chinese drama from its inception had its fools 
(sometimes with a wisdom undercutting the elite characters and sometimes 
simply foolish) and its more serious characters held up for ridicule.

The Romance of the Three Kingdoms is a prose narrative written in a very 
simple classical style about the struggles for power at the breakup of the 
Han dynasty (��� BCE… ��� CE) around the turn of the third century. This 
does have its innocent heroes of pure prowess or honor, who often bungle 
the purposes of the true central 
gures, the thinkers for whom stratagem 
and deception are central. Shuihu zhuan, variously translated as Water Margin 
or Men of the Marsh, concerns righteous bandits of the early twelfth century: 
these are mostly heroes of prowess, but they too depend on a leader to 
curb the propensity to chaos they represent.
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In our comparative context Journey to the West, the sixteenth- century 
prose narrative of the seventh- century Chinese traveler Xuanzang•s jour-
ney to India, comes to the fore. The central 
gure is not the monk Xuan-
zang himself, but the attendant, Monkey (Sun Wukong, •Monkey 
Enlightened to EmptinessŽ), perhaps originally the Indian Hanuman, the 
monkey hero of the Ramayana, but transformed beyond recognition into a 

gure of endless resourcefulness and willfulness, bound to Xuanzang•s ser-
vice by an iron band around his head that tightens to cause excruciating 
pain when Xuanzang recites a spell. Monkey and his main counterpart, Pig, 
(Zhu Bajie), gluttonous, lecherous, and slothful, are obviously Buddhist 
allegories of the mind and the sensual self, but they are also lively, engag-
ing characters, the necessary servants of Xuanzang, who possesses neither 
prowess nor resourcefulness, but who does have purpose.

Although these three prose romances all exist in sixteenth- century edi-
tions, they have no clear moment of origin. There are earlier versions of 
episodes in drama and prose, and their transformation continued in later 
versions„ indeed, to the present day. When we come to Jin Ping Mei, a spin- 
o� of Water Margin that appeared in print in the seventeenth century but 
clearly circulated in manuscript in the sixteenth century, we can talk about 
the •novel.Ž Although it is nominally set in the Song dynasty, it represents 
the domestic and local politics of the nascent bourgeois culture of the 
Ming. As in many of the short stories circulating in the early seventeenth 
century, the culture of o�cialdom is present but no longer central. The 
male protagonist of Jin Ping Mei is a fabulously wealthy pharmacist, while 
the short stories focus on merchants and vendors, with women as centrally 
important as the male characters (in striking contrast to the three early 
prose romances). After Romance of the Three Kingdoms, longer 
ction was in 
a version of Mandarin.

Drama circulated primarily within China itself. Classical literature and 
vernacular 
ction circulated throughout East Asia; given the native train-
ing in classical Chinese, the classical literature seemed in no way •foreignŽ 
in Korea, Japan, and Vietnam. Vernacular 
ction, however, required •trans-
lation,Ž but its appeal was such that it found translators and adaptors.

Even before China•s humiliation in the Opium War (����… ��), the old 
culture was showing signs of strain from forces both external and internal. 
Once the treaty ports were established, the cultural encounter with the 
European powers was under way. The primary cultural mediator, however, 
came to be Japan, which had a head start in the mass translation of 
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European texts. After China•s humiliating defeat (����… �
), Japan was 
�ooded with Chinese students, who translated Japanese translations of 
European textual culture and borrowed the Japanese characters for trans-
lating European concepts. In contrast to India, where English became a 
lingua franca, Chinese continued to be the unifying language; but, as had 
happened long before with the importation of Buddhism, it became a new 
Chinese with the resources to engage more e�ectively in its cultural 
encounter with the West.

In some ways the European periodization of early modernity works no 
better for India than for China. Changes were under way already in the 
early second millennium that would mark the later era as very dissimilar 
to what had gone before. We have seen that the vast vernacularization of 
the subcontinent began around the start of the second millennium and was 
everywhere more or less complete by around the sixteenth century. Even 
in the learned traditions of Sanskrit something new was unmistakably hap-
pening. There were the 
rst self- conscious editions of the epics, for exam-
ple, with a Mahabharata prepared in the eleventh century in Kashmir (by a 
scholar named Devabodha) and the Ramayana in thirteenth- century south 
India (by a scholar named Udali Varadaraja). Then too, the 
rst complete 
edition of the four Vedas and all their subdivisions came to be produced in 
a massive work of scholarship in the mid- fourteenth century. A new style 
of philology, or scholarly reading, came into being as well, signaled by 
the literary commentary, invented, it seems, in the early years of the 
millennium.

In dramatic contrast to China„ and of course Europe, where the inven-
tion would help de
ne the early modern era„ printing was of no rele-
vance to India, which remained a manuscript culture, and to some degree 
an oral culture, well into the colonial era (the bardic tradition of western 
India was vibrant as late as the eighteenth century; see chapter	
). This manu-
script culture, especially during the Mughal period, was hugely successful 
in achieving both astonishing accuracy and widespread dissemination of 
texts. While admittedly works could be expanded, interpolated, and other-
wise changed from the original, practices were in place designed to ensure 
almost absolute accuracy in handwritten reproduction. Thus the many 
hundreds of copies of the great Bengali poetic biography of the mystic 
Caitanya (����… �
��), the Caitanya- carit- amrta (Nectar of the Life of Caitanya, 
by Krishnadasa Kaviraj, last quarter of the sixteenth century), were pro-
duced with complete uniformity. Equally remarkable, the most important 



[ �86 ] PA RT  T WO

Hindi work, Ram-carit-manas (The Sacred Lake of Rama•s Deeds, by Tulsi-
das, c. �
�
), was disseminated largely through oral performance across 
north India, yet the manuscripts of the work show remarkably little varia-
tion. Dissemination likewise astonishes with its breadth and relative speed. 
A celebrated poem like the Gita-govinda (Song of Govinda) of Jayadeva, for 
example, which was produced in Bengal in Eastern India in the twelfth 
century, could be found in Rajasthan, more than a thousand miles to the 
west, within a century.

Printing was irrelevant to this world not because it was unknown but 
because it was deemed unnecessary. North Indians were made aware of 
block printing by the Tibetans, who learned it from China as early as the 
ninth century. Pandits from the holy city of Varanasi who visited the Fifth 
Dalai Lama•s court (in ���� and later) helped to correct texts published in 
Lhasa, so we can be sure some were familiar with printing. Books were 
produced by moveable- type printing in Goa in the �

�s by the Portu-
guese (who were present on India•s west coast from the end of the 
f-
teenth century), but signi
cantly, the experiment was short- lived and did 
not spread. If the Mughals did not know about printing 
rsthand, they 
were certainly exposed to printed books brought by European travelers, 
yet they had no interest in making their own. Perhaps the Mughals• indif-
ference was related to their calligraphic tradition, which was unsuited to 
mechanical reproduction, but this would not explain the indi�erence of 
Hindus or Jains, for whom calligraphy was never a central cultural value.

Of a piece with this indi�erence to print is the relative unimportance 
of paper. Although introduced into the Indian subcontinent from Western 
Asia sometime in the thirteenth century (earlier introductions from Tibet 
never caught on), paper took centuries to make an impact, unlike its his-
tory in the European and Islamic world, where, by providing a cheap 
alternative to parchment, paper dramatically opened up communication 
practices. The state the Mughals ruled from the late sixteenth century on 
came to be called a kagaj- raj, or paper empire, and Islamic- style culture 
in India naturally conformed to the book practices of the Persian and Arab 
world. With many new textual collectivities entering Indian literary his-
tory in the early modern period„ a good example are the Sikhs, a mono-
theistic religious community that originated in India in the late 
fteenth 
century„ the sheer amount of paper manuscript material did increase. But 
this happened very gradually and unevenly across the subcontinent, and 
whether it was a direct consequence of the availability of paper is open to 
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debate. In fact, long after the introduction of paper and well into the mod-
ern era scribes in many parts of India continued to prefer older writing 
materials, especially palmyra leaf in the south (which actually seems to 
have	seen an increase of use during this period) and birch bark in the 
north, in just the same way as writing itself continued to be supplemented 
by oral reproduction, which literacy typically undermined in other world 
regions.

The early modern epoch shows a remarkable e"orescence of several new 
literary cultures, among them Persian. As noted earlier, poets in India had 
been writing in the language almost as long as poets in Iran itself„ though 
of course India and Iran were far less sharply bounded than they have 
become in the modern era„ and major 
gures mark those early centuries, 
including perhaps the greatest, Amir Khusrau (��
�… ���
). But the language 
of power in those early centuries of the Delhi Sultanate (c. ����… �
��) and 
regional Islamic polities were the vernaculars, which had only recently 
emerged as literary codes. The Mughals, however, actively fashioned Per-
sian into the language of the state and court culture, though poets and 
singers who used Sanskrit and Hindi were equally welcome and often 
crowned with distinguished titles, and the sultanate attracted men of 
learning from across India and even from Iran as poets left the Iranian Safa-
vid state, whether for political or religious reasons remains unclear.

With the rise of Indian Persian poetry, the question raised earlier„ what 
makes Indian literature Indian, if anything other than the fact of being pro-
duced in India„ is posed once again. The concept of sabk- i hindi, or the 
•Indian style,Ž which has often been used to characterize this literature, is 
now understood to be a category of nineteenth- century nationalist Iranian 
vintage, according to which real Persian literature could only be composed 
by Persians in Persia, not one developed by the early modern writers or 
readers themselves. (To some extent, in fact, the •IndianŽ style can be found 
among Safavid poets in Iran.) Yet there is something about Indo- Persian 
poetry that sets it o� from the classical works of the poets and literary men 
of classical Persian, Saadi (c. ����… ����?), for example, or Hafez (���
… ����), 
and draws it closer to the formal concerns of a broader Indic tradition. Syn-
tactical innovations such as extended nominal compounding are the for-
mal hallmark of Sanskrit court literature in particular; the studied use of 
iham, or double entendre, is very similar to shlesha, or the simultaneous 
•embraceŽ of two meanings; kai�yat (the term itself is an invention of 
eighteenth- century Urdu writers) is something close to the Sanskrit notion 
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of rasa, the emotional impact of a literary work; dense metaphoricity is of 
the kind theorized in Sanskrit rhetoric and largely unfamiliar from the 
Iranian style. Consider the complexity of the image Bedil Dehlavi 
(����… ����) uses in this poem:

What was it
that plucked at the strings of your heart
that you came here
to divert yourself among such as me, and us?
You are the springtime
of another world. How is it
that you•re here, in this garden? (trans. Shamsur Rahman Faruqi)

This is unlike almost anything in Persian found outside of India. A sim-
ilar kind of distinctive and innovative style marks Indo- Persian prose, best 
exempli
ed in the work of the greatest intellectual at Akbar•s court, the 
historian Abu•l- Fazl (�

�… ����). The following is the opening of his His-
tory of Akbar (Akbarnama) (see also chapters	� and 
), where he recounts 
receiving the commission to compose the work: 

Day after day this determination took shape, and the threads of suc-
cess were coming together until, from the court of all excellence, an 
order was given for the patronage of this favored one, Abu•l- Fazl, 
son of Mubarak, who had placed the cap of utter devotion on the 
head of his heart and shaken the eighteen thousand worlds from the 
sleeve of loyalty. (trans. Wheeler	M. Thackston)

If the consolidation of Persian as a dominant language of literature in 
India in the early modern era was a consequence of its consecration by the 
Mughals as a dominant language of power, its life was tied inextricably to 
that power and would end with it. This did not occur with 
nality until 
after the full dissolution of the Mughal Empire with the Indian Rebellion 
of ��
�, but signs of Persian•s loss of cultural energy were visible earlier. 
As	 a consequence of this loss a widespread north Indian vernacular, 
eventually named Urdu, was gradually upgraded to a literary language 
through	 incorporation of major elements of Persian literary culture, 
including vocabulary, rhetoric, motifs, and of course script. Urdu was used 
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to produce a literature of astonishing subtlety and sophistication„ and 
self- revelation, as in the poetry of Mohammad Taqi •MirŽ (���
… ����):

There was a time when Mir„ before tyranny killed him„ was 
young.

His style of poetry aroused tumult and lamentation.
The page on which his poetry was inscribed was a packet of magic.
He recited his ghazal and people raptly gazed at his face. A strange 

and wondrous sight it was.
In Delhi, on whichever street he would wander, with a"icted 

heart,
there walked with him a noise and turmoil like Doomsday.
 
He wasn•t ever downcast, like dust sodden with water:
he was a storm, a terrible wonderful thing; a clamor that shook the 

whole world.
. . .  
Was anyone in the world, Mir, ignorant of you?
And yet when you ceased to be, no name or trace of you was to be 

found. (trans. Faruqi)

Another register of this same North Indian vernacular would appropri-
ate the vocabulary, rhetoric, motifs, and what had emerged as the domi-
nant script of Sanskrit literary culture. This language would come to be 
called Hindi, and while literary experiments in Hindi can be found as early 
as the late fourteenth century (not by Hindus, however, but by Su
s), 
beginning in the late sixteenth century poets began to produce a literary 
corpus of such depth that the language would eventually replace Sanskrit 
as the principal courtly and religious idiom across the north. Key 
gures 
of the early history of Hindi include the court poet Keshavdas (�


… ����), 
and two authors of devotional literature, Surdas (����?… �
��?), poet of 
lyrics in praise of the god Krishna, and Tulsidas (�
��… ����), author of a 
Ramayana epic. The dividing line between the courtly and the devotional 
cannot always be clearly drawn. Situated right on this line is the following 
poem by Surdas, which develops a motif of the legend of god come to 
earth as the cowherd Krishna (also called Mohan, Shyam), who has 
departed for the city of Mathura, leaving the young women of Braj, his 
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village, brokenhearted. One of the women speaks here, with a conceit that 
testi
es less to the fervor of the devotee than to the sophistication of the 
imagist:

Mathura•s wells must be clogged with my letters.
Mohan, for his part, sends not a one,
 and mine are never returned.
Messengers traveling there from Braj
 seem to forget to search him out,
Or maybe Shyam silences them with some palaver,
 or maybe they perish halfway there.
Maybe a cloudburst has soaked all the paper,
 or all the ink has dried, or a forest 
re
  has burned all the shoots that make all the quills,
Or the scribes, says Sur, have gone blind
 from all their writing: cataract- doors
  have closed and blocked their eyes. (trans. John Stratton 

Hawley)

The di�erentiation of Urdu and Hindi was a slow process and, in the 
early modern era, never clearly enunciated. There is much evidence that 
the two literary cultures were broadly overlapping: Hindi poets could make 
use of Persian- Urdu vocabulary and sometimes script, and Persian and Urdu 
poets would adopt motifs and narratives from the Hindi tradition. It was 
mainly in the twentieth century, perhaps only in mid- century, with the 
importation of a nationalism that required single peoples with single lan-
guages and scripts, that the process was complete, with Hindi becoming 
the national language of India and Urdu that of Pakistan.

Poetry would continue to dominate the literary cultures of the region. 
To be sure, prose genres are available, from the massive Persian histories of 
the Mughals to the mid- sixteenth- century Telugu romances, such as the 
Kalapurnodayamu (The Sound of the Kiss) of Pingali Suranna (identi
ed by 
its recent translators as •in a certain sense, the 
rst Indian novel,Ž though 
in fact it is in mixed prose and verse, and many of the elements of the tale 
are very old). But storytelling was typically oral. Not until the beginning 
of the nineteenth century and at the behest of British scholars at Fort 
William College in Calcutta were the vast Urdu linked story collections known 
as dastan committed to writing, the most celebrated being Khalil Ali Khan 
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Ashk•s Dastan- e Amir Hamza, starring the paternal uncle of the Prophet 
(����). Other older genres either disappeared or ceased to be produced. 
Especially curious is the fate of Sanskrit drama. The high tradition of the-
ater marked by the works of Kalidasa (fourth… 
fth century) declined over 
the following millennium, so that by the end of the precolonial era (c. ����) 
it was only the one- act monologue (bhana) that was still being composed. 
Very few vernacular dramatic traditions are known, one being the kura-
vanci, a dance- drama genre involving lovelorn ladies and bird- catcher 
fortune- tellers, cultivated in Tanjore (from where the story that was to 
become the basis for Mozart•s most famous opera, The Magic Flute, was 
exported in the mid- eighteenth century). But something must have lived 
on, though the genealogy has never been fully traced; larger- scale San-
skrit dramas from the courts of seventeenth- century Rajasthan and Tamil 
Nadu„ perhaps the tip of an iceberg„ remain largely unstudied or often 
unpublished. The spectacular, and spectacularly successful, play by Agha 
Hasan Amanat, Court of Indra (Indersabha, ��
�), the 
rst Urdu drama, did 
not come out of nowhere; and it was to go somewhere indeed, in�uenc-
ing the Parsi theater of Bombay and thereby the future Bollywood 
lm 
industry.

The kinds of literary processes we have sketched in north India were 
replicated, to be sure with all the variations produced by particular histo-
ries and regional genius, across India during the early modern period. 
Devotional poetry of great intensity was promoted in temple and village 
side by side with the courtly productions much sought after for edi
cation, 
adornment, and pleasure by small kingdoms, whether in Bengal or Maha-
rashtra, Andhra Pradesh or Nepal. While works in Sanskrit and Persian 
continued to be written, they now were complemented, if not overshad-
owed by vernacular literary composition. The unimpeded reproduction 
of long- standing convention in idiom, theme, and genre may suggest sta-
sis to those outside the literary cultures, as it did to the British colonialists, 
who labeled •decadentŽ anything incompatible with their own Victorian 
Protestant values. But to those within, such reproduction often conceals 
the dynamism of small re
nements that the •intelligence of traditionŽ such 
as the Indian elevates as the hallmark of literary mastery.

Visitors from the West had been coming to India for millennia„ 
Persians, Greeks, Romans . . .  Danish, Dutch, English, French„ and often 
left their mark on literary culture; the similarities between Sanskrit 
and	Greek drama, for example, have long intrigued scholars. But the 
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consolidation of British rule after ���� and absorption of India into the 
British Empire after ��
� enabled European language and literary practice 
to completely transform the Indian literary landscape. For one thing, the 
deepest structures of literary feeling began to mutate. Realism, historicism, 
Romantic authenticity, social improvement„ all these largely new values 
came with colonial modernity. For another, the languages of literature 
themselves were to modernize„ those that could not would be pronounced 
decadent or dead„ so much so that, in a way strikingly di�erent from what 
happened in China, readers without special training would increasingly be 
cut o� from the works of their literary past. Traditions cultivated with such 
loving care by Indian poets and critics for a thousand years or more would 
simply be swept away, and left in their wake was an ever- thickening cloud 
of obliviousness of what had come before, and an ever more anxious uncer-
tainty about the open road ahead.

Conclusion

Direct comparison of non- Western literary traditions must address both a 
general and a particular challenge. The former lies in the fact that literary 
traditions are evolving rather than stable systems, which accordingly can-
not be captured, without serious distortion, in the sort of freeze- frame 
narrative required of the comparative method, with its 
xed objects. The 
particular challenge of comparing outside the West means acknowledging 
that its categories and norms are actually just historical particulars rather 
than timeless universals, and that accordingly, other categories and norms 
are to be expected, and di�erence is not to be regarded as de
ciency.

It is a truism that identity is constructed by comparison; through com-
parison, diverse communities 
nd some sort of unity. Comparison with 
India and China was one means, among others of course, by which the frac-
tious polities of the western end of Eurasia became •EuropeŽ and •the WestŽ 
to begin with. The essentialized commonality given India by Europe and the 
work of Indian intellectuals themselves created the cultural construct that 
made a modern •IndianŽ identity possible. That same process gave China 
what it had always wanted, an imagined uni
ed •ChineseŽ identity. To 
throw •China and IndiaŽ as a comparison set into the familiar clichés 
complicates things. India and Europe share the epic in the conventional 
sense; China and Europe share early modern print culture; China and India 
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share a fascination with mood and feeling. The stability of binary comparison 
disintegrates.

The literary cultures of China and India do share a range of phenom-
ena that is broad and deep. The commonalities of their larger environment 
are indeed striking. Both China and India possessed learned traditions of 
great historical depth and continuity, which were tasked with similar 
responsibilities of editing, preserving, commenting on, and critiquing lit-
erary works. In both, common social functions„ the praise of princes and 
patrons, for example„ worked themselves out in di�erent ways. We 
nd 
comparable dynamics of literary gatherings and literary societies, richly 
documented in di�erent places at di�erent times. We 
nd comparable 
town and village performance traditions, again each working with its 
own resources. Many genres are familiar to both cultures: for example, 
what we have discussed under the heading of •lyricŽ or •drama,Ž with-
out being too troubled by the use of Western categories.

Other genres confront us with precisely the threat of European con-
ceptual domination that we have to navigate with care. If we follow Hegel 
on what constitutes an •epic,Ž for example, there is no epic in China; if we 
ask instead what kind of historical, imaginative, and political work certain 
texts perform, then a Chinese epic emerges as readily as an Indian one.

At the same time, the contrasts between these two cultures are undeni-
able and consequential. They can be found everywhere, from the most 
material level of literary culture to the most abstract. A salient example of 
the former is provided by the role of paper and printing. In China, these 
produced a transformation that many scholars have seen as the start of 
modernity. In India, printing was known but rejected, and paper contin-
ued to be supplemented by„ and in many areas ignored in favor of„ 
traditional materials, palm leaf and birch bark. By contrast, new forms of 
literary practice, including vernacular language use and the growth of com-
mentaries for new reading publics, combined to produce something of an 
early modernity around the same time.

In China, a single language, or script language, was used for literary cul-
ture for more than two millennia, though vernacular registers developed 
in di�erent locales and venues. In India, after some �,
��	years of Sanskrit•s 
dominance, new regional languages burst into prominence and were 
cultivated for literary purposes, as were later new transregional languages, 
Persian and Hindi. In China, the unity of the language produced an imag-
ined uni
ed literary culture, divided by special interests in di�erent forms. 
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In India, that unity, to the degree it existed, emerged out of a shared concern 
with a pool of narratives, motifs, allusions, and expressive techniques. In 
China, the same script was read everywhere the literary culture extended, 
but everywhere the language was spoken di�erently. In India, Sanskrit was 
spoken everywhere more or less similarly, with wide mutual intelligibil-
ity, but it was read everywhere in di�erent scripts. In China, poetry could 
not be understood without a detailed historical apparatus, identifying the 
poet and when and where he wrote. In India, poetry could not be under-
stood with a historical apparatus; it was meant precisely to express what 
was beyond time and place.

Literature is a form of life, and Chinese and Indian literary traditions 
have long embodied larger trends in Chinese and Indian life. These show 
commonalities but also profound di�erences, with regard to the impor-
tance and nature of historical imagination, for example; the relationship 
between culture and state; and the very nature of language itself. Many of 
these trends continue; indeed, no better exemplar exists for understanding 
what the past of China and India means to their present than their deep 
historical literary cultures.
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ScienceŽ is an especially loaded term in English, freighted with tri-
umphant meanings connected to the rise of a new form of knowl-
edge in Europe in the early modern period and associated with 

institutions that promoted a rapidly moving forefront of discovery and 
communication. Too often, the history of science is told as a story about 
getting there 
rst: who 
rst had the stirrup; who 
rst understood the mobile 
nature of the planets; who borrowed, or stole, iron metallurgy from whom; 
and so on. Triumphant intellectual and technical achievements secure a 
nation•s standing on the scienti
c league table. They have become a currency 
of national prestige and honor in our global present. This is not a bad thing: 
it enables scientists to win state support for projects that may require many 
years of their lives and yield no guaranteed result. But in this invidious 
climate, where modern nations have become the unit of analysis for the 
history of science, cognitive fantasies are rife on all sides, and historical 
understanding the loser.

Like their counterparts elsewhere, some Indian Brahmans and Chinese 
scholars have claimed, both in the past and in the present, that all things 
new and good have come from their own lands. Gunpowder, the compass, 
paper, silk, cotton textiles, zero and Arabic numerals, decimals, and sugar 
are usually reeled o� as examples and attributed to Asian precociousness. 
The proud parents are right, up to a point. Viewed in another way, such 
claims are •not even wrong,Ž to borrow the phrase of the Nobel Laureate 
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in physics Wolfgang Pauli. From the perspective of an interconnected, con-
tinentwide history of the �ow of sciences across space and time, such 
claims answer a question that is only of parochial interest. They drive the 
conversation toward comparing the sciences of India and China with those 
of modern Europe, not with each other. India and China made substantial 
and enduring contributions to the sciences, both worldwide and at home. 
This chapter will explore the setting in which they did so, and how much 
of their work was shared.

The Sciences and Their Basis in India and China

In this chapter we use a de
nition of •scienceŽ that is intentionally broad. 
It takes in all the disciplines of systematized rational inquiry in the Indian 
and Chinese cultural spheres, ranging from philology to jurisprudence 
to astronomy and astrology„ the astral sciences being particularly impor-
tant. Accordingly, a variety of terms drawn from the language of our own 
day are used to designate these subjects, such as •disciplines,Ž •knowledge 
systems,Ž •sciences,Ž •arts,Ž •learned traditions,Ž and their variants. Terms 
such as •disciplineŽ do double service, furthermore, in referring not just 
to intellectual content but also to contexts„ the institutional, social, and 
even professional dimensions. These were not the terms known to the 
scientists of India and China themselves, of course, who used such Sanskrit 
designations as shastra (authoritative body of knowledge), vidya (lore), and 
vijnana (experiential understanding), and Chinese designations for knowl-
edge frameworks such as gezhi (investigating and extending knowledge), 
bowuxue (broad knowledge of things), and shiwuxue (studies of contemporary 
a�airs).

In antiquity, both Indian and Chinese scholars recognized this broader 
scope of what constituted rational, disciplinary knowledge. In Brahmani-
cal India, conservative opinion about education had by the sixth century 
converged on an ideal curriculum of fourteen sciences (vidya): the four 
Vedas (the sacred texts of the Brahmans) and their six limbs (anga)„ 
language analysis (vyakarana), etymology (nirukta), phonetics (shiksha), rit-
ual (kalpa), metrics (chandas), and astronomy ( jyotisha)„ along with their 
four subordinate limbs, (upanga) law and moral philosophy (dharma), dis-
course analysis and scriptural hermeneutics (mimamsa), logic and epistemol-
ogy (nyaya), and mythology (purana).
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The Chinese terms gezhi and bowu set the framework for Sinitic 
knowledge. They could at times have a generic sense and at others could 
refer to types of content. •A�airsŽ represented the concretization of the 
objects of knowledge, just as things were of the world. For example, the 
scholar Zhu Xi (����… ����), the dominant voice of the late imperial clas-
sical consensus, proposed a uniform methodology to accumulate knowledge 
and wisdom in both the cultural/moral and natural/political realms: 
•The essence of Confucian teaching is to put the investigation of prin-
ciples 
rst, because each individual thing maintains its own coherence 
(li). This must be 
rst understood, and then the phenomena of the mind 
will be seen to have in each case a standard by which their character may 
be estimated.Ž

He did not delineate a precise classi
catory system within which •inves-
tigating thingsŽ (gewu) represented a particular kind of knowledge, i.e, 
calendrical or mathematical, social or political, cultural or religious. For 
Zhu Xi, gezhi (extending knowledge) and bowu (broad knowledge of things) 
were opposed to each other, because the former was guided by moral pur-
pose while the latter was just aimless erudition. Thus the classi
cation of 
the sciences in China emphasized the method of studying them and their 
moral value.

Classi
cation in India, on the other hand, emphasized and enumerated 
the di�erences in content. The Lalitavistara, the Long Story of the Playful 
Deeds (of the Buddha), for example, provides early testimony to this abun-
dance of skills and lores. The text, an account of the life of the Buddha 
that circulated in Asia in all the classical languages of Buddhism in the 
rst 
millennium, tells how the young Buddha to be, even before he attended 
school, demonstrated his knowledge of sixty- four di�erent writing systems 
and of a hundred arts and sciences (vidya), both worldly and sacred, many 
of which do not appear in the short list of Indian sciences mentioned above. 
His mastery, developed in his previous lives, ranged from archery and 
swimming to aromatics and music to comedy and politics to leisure and 
the physiognomy of elephants.

As the description of the Buddha•s education in the Lalitavistara suggests, 
in both India and China the sciences abounded, and the profusion in forms 
of knowledge was put into some order by arranging them into enumer-
ated groups. A few such groups include the Six Arts of the Chinese schol-
ars (rites, music, archery, charioteering, calligraphy, and mathematics) and 
the Fourteen Sciences of the Indian pundits.
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When the Buddhist monk Xuanzang (���… ���), visited India in the early 
seventh century, he noticed among the Buddhists 
ve sciences (vidya), gen-
eral studies that educated a scholar and prepared him for further learning. 
These were the sciences of words; of arts, mechanics, and the calendar; of 
health; of the theory of proof; and of the inner man. The Brahmans, mean-
while, he said, had four of their own disciplines connected with the Vedas 
(Veda- shastra): medicine, ritual, public decorum and military arts, and sci-
ence and incantations. On Brahmanical knowledge, Xuanzang did not do 
very well, describing only what he managed to understand of four subor-
dinate Vedic practices. But he did correctly notice a crucial fact about the 
Brahmanical world of learning: that the Brahmans conceived of their dis-
ciplines as springing from the Vedas and as both supported by the Vedas in 
their authority and supporting the Vedas in turn.

Xuanzang•s description of separate Brahmanical sciences captured 
another important fact: that there was something like a distinction between 
sacred and secular sciences. The Brahmans called some disciplines worldly 
ones (laukika), such as poetry and aesthetics. These were made by mere 
humans and subject to error. To these subjects and to others such as met-
rics, lexicography, grammar, and the theory of proof, Indian scholars of 
many backgrounds, not just Brahmanical ones, made contributions that all 
accepted.

In China too, during the Tang (���… ���) and Song (���… ����) reviv-
als, a profound conservatism reigned in classical knowledge. The com-
munity of the learned, the literati, cultivated the study of political statecraft 
in secular disciplines whose four major 
elds were the classics (such as 
Poetry, Change, Documents, Annals, and Rituals), histories, literature, and 
the •mastersŽ (such as the astronomers, mathematicians, agriculturalists, 
and physicians). Medicine and mathematics had their own classics. The 
sacred sciences, such as astrology and numerology, also �ourished. These 
were frequently but not exclusively associated with medicine and alchemy, 
the preserve of the Buddhists and the Daoists (see the next chapter on reli-
gions of China and India). Both secular and sacred disciplines prospered: 
the secular as shared and open discourses, the sacred as rhetorically closed 
ones. Scholars and monks were more often inclusive than exclusive in their 
pursuit of followers. Xenophobia of the Christianized European variety, 
although not unknown in imperial China, was unusual.

For long periods in both India and China, scienti
c thought was 
primarily textual thought. An Indian thinker in any discipline normally 



B I G  S C I E N C E : C L A S S I C I S M  A N D  C O N QU E S T  [ 203 ]

communicated his ideas, however original, by commenting on a preexist-
ing •rootŽ text, a classic work that everyone knew. Others would react by 
commenting on his work in turn, or by composing an alternative com-
mentary on the root text. The most fundamental sciences, therefore, were 
those that enabled and regulated this mode of thought. A triad of sciences 
were considered essential to the study of all others, the sciences of word, 
sentence, and proof (pada, vakya, pramana), that is, of language analysis 
(vyakarana), scriptural hermeneutics (mimamsa), and epistemology (nyaya). 
These three disciplines produced the most extensive and continuous 
literatures. All three reached a summit of esteem in the early modern 
period, when they were treated as the queens of the sciences.

Classical learning based on the Confucian Classics �ourished among 
elites in Song China, as did Veda- based learning among the literate castes 
in medieval India. Here too, engagement with the classics was the primary 
mode of systematic thought. The classic- centered view of things in both 
India and China re�ected conservatism about knowledge. It did not rule 
out innovation, but it did modulate and regulate the forms that innovation 
could take.

A typical Chinese o�cial living in the latter days of the Song period 
could remark that no learning was to be preferred to the •Learning of the 
WayŽ (daoxue) that Zhu Xi and his followers had propagated as the vision 
of the highest good„ an investigation of the principal elements of human 
nature as the foundation for a moral universe within which humans were 
the prime bene
ciaries: •Human nature is the all- comprehensive substance 
of the supreme ultimate, and in its essence is inde
nable; but within it 
are innumerable coherences (li). To these, then, the names love, righteous-
ness, reverence, and wisdom are given.Ž

This was the general attitude, but not all valued classical study. Under 
the Mongol regime (����… ����) the literati turned to a new manner of 
learning. Textuality became the clearest marker dividing elites and the 
lower classes. Literati increasingly compiled texts by excerpting antiquar-
ian writings in new compendia to exhibit their erudition and encyclo-
pedic knowledge.

In China an •empire of words on paperŽ spread via the wide use of 
woodblock printing. Printing increased the velocity of both secular and 
sacred domains of knowledge. The growth of the in�uence of printing in 
China did not 
nd a counterpart in India, where hand- copying texts 
remained the principal engine of publication and circulation down to the 
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colonial period. Scribes sustained a brisk, continentwide circulation of scien-
ti
c literature, though this network could break down at times of political 
upheaval. Block printing of texts, learned from the Chinese, was not taken 
up in any extensive way except as adapted to the manufacture of textiles.

Institutions

As other chapters in this volume show, institutions in both India and 
China„ the state, the family, the monastery, and the religious movement„ 
supported and shaped the sciences. There was an ongoing di�erence 
between the two lands in the extent of the state•s involvement, as discussed 
more thoroughly in chapter	�. In general, Chinese political order was more 
centralized; the government intervened more directly to regulate the activ-
ities of the literate classes and to keep them uniform across the imperial 
region. Already in the ancient period the state and its scholars gave classi-
cal Chinese this durability by endowing it with a uniform writing system 
that made a special register of the Chinese language independent of local 
pronunciation or written variation. Through sustained philological re
ne-
ment, generations of scholars made classical Chinese accessible to mastery 
by educated readers and writers working in di�erent regions and in di�erent 
eras. Classical Chinese became the preferred elite language for discussions 
of law, statecraft, sciences, and medicine, though in China•s borderlands, 
Mongols, Khitan, Jurchen, Tibetans, and Manchus developed their own 
scripts for writing their spoken languages, which they used in lieu of Chi-
nese writing for their sciences, administration, literature, and religious 
purposes. But classical Chinese was the one route to the civil examinations, 
the allegedly meritocratic gateway to the civil service, which remained 
primarily the domain of aristocrats because of their dominance in written 
learning. The state reinforced its social prerogatives by scheduling peri-
odic examinations in the Tang capital and only accepted candidates via 
recommendation. During the Song and, later, the Ming (����… ����) eras, 
such examinations were for the 
rst time held in the ��… �� provinces, ��� 
prefectures, and �,�
� counties, thereby opening them up to local elites, not 
just capital and courtly elites, though not yet to artisans, peasants, monks, 
or women.

The e�ect of this opening was decisive. Europeans 
rst marveled at the 
educational achievements of the Chinese in the sixteenth century when 
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Catholic missionaries, especially Jesuits, wrote approvingly of the civil 
examinations then regularly held under the auspices of the Ming govern-
ment. In the absence of alternative careers of comparable social status and 
political prestige, the goal of becoming an o�cial took priority. The civil 
service recruitment system achieved for education in imperial China a 
degree of standardization and local importance unparalleled in the early 
modern world. But this classical ethos carried over into the domains of 
medicine, law, literature, 
scal policy, and military a�airs. Imperial rulers 
and Chinese elites believed that ancient wisdom, properly inculcated, tem-
pered men as leaders and prepared them for wielding political power.

The power of classical learning and statecraft to motivate millions of 
Chinese to become public o�cials serving far from home and family is only 
one part of the story, however. Only 
	percent of the candidates would see 
their hopes realized. A more important part of the story is what became of 
the �
	percent who would not. The authority of the classical language 
empowered the civil examinations to serve as a sociocultural gyroscope 
that oriented the minds of those who failed. More than just the thousands 
of classical literate o�cials, the examination system produced millions of 
literate students who, after repeated failures, became doctors, Buddhist or 
Daoist priests, pettifoggers long distrusted by the state, teachers, notaries, 
merchants, and lineage managers of large kinship groups (see further below), 
not to mention astronomers, mathematicians, printers, and publishers.

The Chinese civil service examination system had far- reaching e�ects 
on modes of writing, thinking, and textual production as well. Chinese 
scholars created, published, and studied reference encyclopedias (leishu) and 
daily- use compendia (riyong leishu), which they found to be invaluable in 
preparing for the civil examinations or for collecting the source materials 
needed to carry out their administrative activities. During the Song dynasty, 
these traditional collections transmitted a speci
c epistemological approach 
for investigating things, events, and phenomena. The textual approach to 
natural studies and practical knowledge culminated in the creation of ency-
clopedias and collectanea (congshu, lit., •a library of booksŽ) that served as 
knowledge repositories simulating •textual museums.Ž Rather than micro-
cosms of nature, as in early modern European museums, the late Ming 
encyclopedias simulated a textual museum of marvels.

The tendency of modern historians to concentrate on individuals in 
the development of classical learning has hidden the place that family 
and lineage occupied in late imperial China. Although the civil service 
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examinations made upward mobility possible, Chinese lineages and clans 
invested •cultural capitalŽ in ensuring that their children dominated the next 
generation of professional scholars. The male children of literati monopo-
lized the imperial civil examinations. Chinese schools that prepared stu-
dents for the examinations were in fact private and depended upon great 
lineages of literati for their maintenance. Classical scholars, as individuals, 
did not construct a vision of their political culture out of nothing.

Their mentalities were embedded in a larger social structure whose 
premise was the centrality of kinship ties. In day- to- day a�airs, the local 
social elites were de
ned mainly by their kinship relations and by the cul-
tural resources that formed and maintained lineages. Keeping sciences such 
as medicine, astronomy, and mathematics within the family line, and thus 
within the lineage, was a frequent strategy to continue the success of a 
descent group in the civil service examinations. But compared with the 
role family lineages played in the education of scholars and scientists in 
India, the Chinese literati appear to have been formed in more open edu-
cational structures.

Indian states devolved power to local and regional administrations and 
were more intentionally pluralist and less interventionist than the Chinese. 
This was re�ected in a greater plurality and decentralization of traditions, 
in which striking uniformities of discourse and method were nevertheless 
maintained in other ways. Given the multitiered and delegatory structure 
of the political order, there was nothing like the centralized and standard-
ized examination system of Song China. In place of such structures, India 
relied on the relatively steady state of family prestige and status. Those who 
became learned pundits were eligible to do so by virtue of being born into 
a scholarly caste and family. Indian states, both large and small, left much 
of the regulation of the knowledge order to the literate classes, which main-
tained lineages of learning through family and caste structures, as well as 
through monastic organizations and religious movements.

In India, most of the learned were Brahmans. But there were also non- 
Brahmans in signi
cant numbers: leaders of religious movements; monks, 
both Buddhist and Jain; and members of a scribal caste, the Kayasthas, who 
in later centuries specialized in Persian literacy. Rulers provided roles for 
the learned as adornments to their courts. They honored the pundits who 
had the best reputation as scholars, o�ering titles and emoluments. They 
also staged events at which celebrated 
gures would perform, reciting 
poetry (usually poetry that re�ected well on the ruler) or engaging in 
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