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But first I raised my eyes to the sky, whence cometh our help, where there are no roads, 

where you wander freely, as in a desert, and where nothing obstructs your vision, 

wherever you turn your eyes, but the limits of vision itself. It gets monotonous in the end. 

 

-Samuel Beckett, The Expelled 
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Individuality – both as a philosophical category and a way of living – forms the 

focal point of a resonance between our times and the 17
th

-century. Impelled by this 

haunting resonance, and in an attempt to understand it, my paper examines the literary 

history of biographical writing in both Europe and South Asia, from 560 BCE to 1700 

CE. What is it about the 17
th

 century that is so specific? Why do only these biographies 

strike us as records of the lives of true individuals?  And why do individuals first appear 

in 17
th

 century South Asia? 

To adequately comprehend this nomadic literary genre, we must abstract 

ourselves from the geography and examine the thematic aspects of our texts. I suggest it 

is imperative to look at modes of life as they are formed over time, across Europe and 

South Asia. That is, we most focus on the philosophically-rich questions of the categories 

that structured lives.  

Pausing in the 17
th
 century, I examine the Viaggi of Pietro Della Valle (an Italian 

traveler in Turkey, Iran and South Asia) and the Ardhakath!naka of Ban!ras"d!sa (the 

first Indian autobiography, comprising the records of a Jain merchant roaming South 

Asia). For just one generation, from 1600-1650, autobiographical writing becomes an 

ethical practice by which they reflect on and build individuality. 
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Chapter 1: 2010 CE – The Resonances of Modernity 

Suddenly the question of how to live our lives has erupted with a new urgency, 

repeated so often in cries of lament for a lost form of life and equally as often in tones of 

exuberance for a thrilling new world of possibility. The causes are many: global warming 

makes us rethink our daily lives; the persistence of racism and sexism impel the 

acknowledgement of what we wish to forget; rapidly changing technologies alongside 

continuing global inequities impress the realization that our lives can be so different 

depending on where we are; finally, the equally rapid change in global economics, with 

the rise of Asian economies and a comparative stagnation of those in the West, throws 

our politico-economic structures into disarray. No doubt, these are confusing times.  

I discovered that the 16
th

 and 17
th

-centuries experienced a similar crisis. Then, as 

now, there were new technologies, with the beginnings of the Scientific Revolution; 

questions of race appeared as explorers discovered new worlds; broad shifts in power 

implied that while Asia had been dominant, Europe and the Americas would soon come 

to the fore. The world was in transition: just as we don’t know what is to come out of our 

chaos, the world had no idea that colonialism would change everything in just another 

century. People found their lives in flux as they moved across the world to discover ‘new’ 

lands, seek out other ideas and cultures and trade in foreign materials. They lived exciting 

yet risky synthetic lives that had to reckon with multiple forms of belonging and being; 

often, they too had to create new forms of identity, new ways of living. 

As I read autobiographical literature from 17
th

-century South Asia, I felt 

motivated by this resonance I found between the rapid scientific and technological shifts 
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of our time and those of that century. The resonance was more than just the existence of 

these rapid changes: what resonated was the fact that alongside these changes, the way 

people lived their lives became an object of study and scrutiny then and now.  They 

questioned ties to religion and nation, finding solace and refuge by creating a sense of 

individuality; today, we seem to behave similarly.  

These 17
th

-century individuals writing from South Asia didn’t seem remote at all: 

their time seemed to speak to our own in a direct way, as if it could illuminate our world, 

much the same way as the historian explains and illuminates the past. Then, and now, the 

same questions regarding ethics and life seemed to appear, and the answers to those 

questions seemed to be the same: secularism (instead of exclusivist religion), 

individuality (instead of binding loyalties) and modernity. Now, it was the colonial and 

nationalist eras – those intervening years from roughly 1800 to 1968 – that seemed dark 

and murky, as if they didn’t belong, as if they and their dramatic excesses of loyalty to 

country and religion were things that I would call medieval. I imagined that one could 

draw a direct line between those times and our own, almost skipping across the years in 

between: not that the chronological movement of history was mere accident, but rather 

that a synchronic map of just 17
th

-century South Asia and such a map of our own times 

seemed to cross paths altogether too often. In short: I wanted to call the 17
th
-century – 

and especially South Asia in those times – fully modern; for although the European 

Renaissance has received that questionably-glorious appellation, such dignity has yet to 

be conferred on South Asia without an attendant – and rather pathetic –  emphasis of the 

dubious and hesitant nature of such a claim.  
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The Subaltern Studies group of historians of South Asia had asked “Why can’t 

India’s peasants be called modern in their own way instead of backward?” And they had 

insisted – in a manifesto no less – that this appellation of ‘modern’ be conferred.
1
 They 

were prepared to demonstrate and defend that epithet. If backward already implies a 

connection to time – in the sense that these people are behind the times – and if such an 

epithet is really just a misnomer caused by a willful blindness to other ways of being 

modern, then perhaps we must go back in time itself and see if there are not time periods 

that are consistently denied modernity as well, when in reality, this too is just the same 

misnomer… 

Stated in the simplest terms: there is an open question of whether or not there was 

an Indian modernity before colonialism. The answer has usually been in the negative. 

Statements regarding the ‘medievalness’ of Mughal society were once the norm and this 

is only recently changing.
2
 The same exact time period in European history is called the 

Renaissance: it is when Europe was born-again and supposedly climbed out of that very 

same medievalness. Oddly, Europeans in this time traveled extensively through South 

Asia and wrote about their experiences: yet they are called modern, and their South Asian 

hosts, those who gave them the very experiences they took back to Europe to bring about 

the Renaissance, are somehow still backward and medieval. Calling them medieval, then, 

is – in some way – just a bad return gift, a hardly gracious gesture passed along through 

history. As I said earlier, I wish to exchange that gift for another: a study of a way of 

                                                
1
 Ranajit Guha, “On Some Aspects of the Historiography of Colonial India,” in Subaltern 

Studies I, ed. Ranajit Guha (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1982), 4. 
2
 As an example, see: 

Harbans Mukhia, The Mughals of India (Cornwall: Blackwell Publishing, 2004), 72. 
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being fully modern in 17
th
-century South Asia, through the examination of the genre of 

autobiography. 

This is more than the resolution of a logical inconsistency: it is – like the work of 

the Subaltern Studies Collective – a matter of historiography that questions modernity 

and ultimately seeks to open the limited concept of modernity to other ways of being 

modern. In sympathy with that collective, I too insist, as if it were written in a manifesto 

such as theirs, that South Asia in the 17
th

-century was modern, in a different way: the gap 

traversed by this difference from European modernity engages modernity itself and seeks 

to transform that modernity. 

In order to do this, though, I had to go through a rather complex route, one that I 

retrace in this chapter: as my project is a study of autobiography, I hope I can be excused 

this intellectual autobiography of sorts. This, then, is a necessary prologue to my 

examination of a pair of autobiographies centering on 17
th

-century South Asia. The 

resonances of modernity haunted me and forced me to rethink quite a bit of 

historiography, philosophy, methodology and much besides. I take up the reading of 17
th

-

century autobiographical texts written in South Asia – by both Europeans and South 

Asians – in order to show that they engage in parallel ways of being modern that are 

being formed in dialogue with each other and together. Their modernities resonate, and 

moreover, they resonate with our modernity today. 

Yet perhaps these resonances are, after all, a matter of mere perception: there is 

no way of resolutely measuring the pace of rapid techno-scientific changes in the 17
th

-

century, no way of impartially producing a qualitative assessment of the global political 
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changes in any time, no way to map all the micro-level shifts in the global economy 

together; and sadly, there is even less of a way to establish how all of these details 

translated into effects on the daily lives of ordinary 17
th

-century humans. In short, we can 

never be sure that the 17
th

-century and our own times are really twins. It is easy for us to 

look back and see that there were immense changes in the 17
th

-century – and even larger 

ones looming ahead – but we know that people alive in those times were (at worst) either 

entirely unaware of these fissures or (at best) aware but not fully conscious of their 

reaction to these shifts. The world fluctuated, and people kept living their lives, drifting 

along in some instants, while seizing control and imposing themselves upon the world at 

others. 

What we can say, then, is that there was a sense of rapidity and globality then and 

that there is one now; the issue of the appropriateness of a turn to the past as a way of 

thinking about the present and vice versa, however, is more contentious. We can read the 

memoirs of those individuals and discern a sense of crisis and a tone of wonder at their 

rapidly expanding globe. We can see how they were different from the medieval world 

which came before and distant still from those colonials and nationalists who were to 

come later. Most importantly, we can most definitely look back and recognize that both 

the 17
th

-century and our own times accentuate – more than other times – the importance 

of trade routes, globalization and the availability of new forms of knowledge and 

production. The medieval world had such trade as well, but it had them at a slower pace: 

travel was slower and so the quantity of information and goods exchanged were lower. 

The colonial and nationalist world too had such trade, but there that trade was connected 
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to the chilling cruelty of conquest, domination and enslavement. That much is empirical. 

It is for these purely empirical reasons, then, that we perceive an uneasy resonance: but 

this defies empirical understanding, as it goes against the historian’s creed of not reading 

the past into the present and vice versa. Yet it is all the more pressing for these very 

reasons, and we must seek for ways to express this history too, though it be a history that 

defies direct chronological understanding. 

Now we seem to be hopelessly lost between histories, or rather historiographies: 

on the one hand we know (to the best of our abilities) what happened and we know what 

there is now, but on the other, any resonance we feel may come down to mere 

perceptions. Are we left, then, with either a positivistic/empirical history that centralizes 

the object of our study and a postmodern approach that centralizes us as subjects and our 

own role in writing history? 

If we find ourselves at such a crossroads, then such a disjuncture – rather than 

signaling a loss of faith in the historiographical enterprise – should instead bring about an 

immense renewal of that very same enterprise. We must now take up the task of creating 

methods of working and forms of thought that can attend to both the demands of 

assessing what really happened and is happening now while also being able to create that 

bridge, draw that line to connect across more than four centuries of time. And these forms 

of thought that we shall take up must dispose with one hand the narrow confines of the 

worst positivistic approaches –  confines that would disallow any expression of similitude 

between two disparate times – and dispose with the other the exaggerated and ahistorical 

tendencies of postmodern approaches that would reduce everything to a deconstructed 
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mess and leave us with the irresponsible freedom to imagine that we can – as if by 

historical alchemy –  translate one time period into another at will.   

And so it is with these methodological questions that I turned to critically 

examine the resonances I felt at an innate personal level. I must add that I never imagined 

taking this task up as at a scholarly level – the texts upon which I write here were books I 

read strictly for pleasure, until the day came to decide upon a thesis topic: I had imagined 

a thesis on 13
th

-century governance in the Indo-Iranian world. Though that era too is 

connected and hauntingly modern – and though that sense of modernity there plays an 

immense role in my overarching philosophical project – it was out of a sense of direct 

personal connection with these texts that charmed me in the end.  

What was it about South Asia in the 17
th
-century that impressed me as modern, 

that made me want to build a bridge to trod upon across the times? Every traveler – from 

Theseus and his thread to Hansel’s breadcrumbs – needs a trail to follow, a cursory map 

of where s/he is going; mine is a philosophical and political category coupled with a 

geographic location: biopolitical individuality as an aspect of a modernity in South Asia. 

It is this category of biopolitical individuality that I track across these times, for I see it as 

an equally operative force then and now; furthermore, I consider it to be one of the 

requisite defining characteristics of modernity – an important one, but certainly not the 

only one.  

A word more about these maps: the travel of which I partake in this project is a 

form of indirect and abstract spatio-temporal travel. Indirect for the obvious reason that 

we (most unfortunately, and probably permanently) lack time machines, but spatial and 
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temporal in a much more important way: our maps compare a place within a certain time 

to another place within another time. They are, as stated in passing earlier, a set of 

synchronic maps of one place/time compared with another: there is no genealogy nor 

teleology involved here; I am not telling the story of how we became (and had to 

become) modern, individual and secular. I am instead showing the contours of a distinct 

formation in the 17
th

-century – a formation that can be labeled with all of those politico-

philosophical toponyms – and comparing this formation with the one we are familiar with 

today. The point of the maps, then, is not to show how to get from place ‘a’ to place ‘b’ – 

that would be the genealogical vision – but rather to reveal that place ‘a’ is like place ‘b.’ 

This similitude and overlap may in turn say something pertinent about both of these 

places and their connection. That is, we may learn something about modernity itself, 

something that shifts our perception of modernity itself, without confirming the hallowed 

modern ground upon which we trod in a self-congratulatory and (again) genealogical 

gesture. 

All of the above has been – unfortunately – pre-prologue. I have been casually 

tossing about this rather confusing phrase: ‘biopolitical individualism as an aspect of a 

modernity in 17
th

-century South Asia’ as my topic. Let us unravel these threads and see 

what each of them mean: what do I mean by biopolitical, individualism, an aspect of a 

modernity, and (lastly) with what bits of 17
th
-century South Asia am I concerned? The 

threads are all tied together, so this term by term explication is a ruse of sorts, but we may 

yet come to an understanding of this phrase and its importance in the end. 
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Biopolitics, a term coined by Michel Foucault in the late 1970s, considers – at its 

simplest – a connection between life (bio-) and society (-politics): the details and nature 

of that connection change according to the historical context. Biopower structures the 

field of biopolitics: that is, biopower is Foucault’s word for the force that acts to connect 

and disconnect life and politics in certain ways, allowing and opening certain ways of 

living and disallowing others. Again, the details and nature of what is allowed/disallowed 

are determined by the particular form of biopower in a given historical context: one 

context may allow a certain way of living (such as individualism) while another context 

may disallow that same mode of life. 

The forms of biopower and biopolitics that Foucault first considered in the late 

1970s in the first volume of his momentous History of Sexuality centered around 

disciplinary, coercive and regulatory versions of these concepts. Here, Foucault was 

concerned with the mid-18
th
 to 19

th
-centuries: the birth of capitalism, colonialism and 

nationalism. As Foucault writes: 

This bio-power was without question an indispensable element in the 

development of capitalism; the latter would not have been possible without the 

controlled insertion of bodies into the machinery of production and the adjustment 

of the phenomena of population to economic processes.
3
 

And so, biopolitics and biopower were first described as found in a series of regulatory 

and coercive institutions which connected life and politics: public health and sanitation, 

hospitals, prisons, housing, schools, police, etc. Of course, these were all the things 

                                                
3
 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1978), 140-1. 
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Foucault had written about in all his previous books. All these institutions supported the 

then-nascent capitalism and the rising colonial nation-state (though Foucault famously 

says little of the role of colonialism in all of this). The possibilities of life these 

institutions allowed were disciplinary and regulated: in short, biopower opened a world 

of factories and labor, a world where bodies were disciplined into working machines with 

regulated time-schedules and regulated duties that contributed to the nation’s production 

of wealth and territorial power. This was a world of normalization and homogenization 

intended to foster a productive work force: the alienation of humans was hardly a 

concern. 

 Perhaps many then felt that this Foucault was a pessimist who wanted to stress 

how institutions dominated humans and subjugated them: I too felt this way when I first 

read him in 2004. But this was just one time period, one way of connecting bio and 

power to produce only one biopolitics: these terms didn’t have to be connected this way. 

Indeed, in the capitalist/colonial world that Foucault first described, individuals were out 

of place: if the factory is one of the exemplary scenes of this biopolitics, what 

individuality could there possibly be? Such individualism would not only be out of place 

in this biopolitical configuration, it would thwart and take apart that entire configuration. 

It was hardly a move of pessimism to describe this world – it was just a description of a 

world. The philosophical investigation that Foucault opened – this odd way of reading 

concatenations of life and politics – was a powerful descriptive tool for understanding the 

world: biopolitics did not necessarily imply coercive, dominating, capitalist and 
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colonialist regimes, it only implied concatenations of life and power, and these 

concatenations could be quite the opposite of all those dreadful adjectives… 

 And so it was that something remarkable happened in Foucault’s thinking 

between 1978 and 1981: in those three years, Foucault abandoned the project of 

describing the 19
th

-century and turned to the Greco-Roman world, a move that took many 

by surprise. When I first read these books in succession in 2004, I was so shocked by this 

complete change that I completely did not register what to make of them. I thought we 

were supposed to resist biopower, for I had then assumed that biopower was something 

that was inherently bent on dominating us.  

I couldn’t have been more wrong: I hadn’t realized that biopower was just as 

much power that kept us bound as a power that we could ourselves seize and take up with 

all the force of our will. This latter orientation of biopower is what Foucault found in the 

Greeks and Romans, and it is this that seemed so beautiful and life-affirming to him, a 

beauty that he managed to translate to his readers, though he undoubtedly left this reader 

very puzzled. The Greeks and Romans were not dominated by regimes of biopower; 

neither did they think of biopower as something to resist: they did not want to be done 

with power; they took it up for themselves, went up to it and seized it and used biopower 

to dominate themselves. In this move of self-reflexivity they found autonomy, or self-rule 

(< Greek auto-nomos). In this connection, it was perhaps no accident that ‘self-rule’ 

(translated into Hindi as sva-r!j) was the slogan of the anti-colonial movement in India, a 

movement that tried to undo those very 19
th

-century biopolitical configurations that 

Foucault had described so well. 
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Foucault had said it all along, clamoring not to be misunderstood, but the point 

was lost on me then, in 2004:  

power must be understood in the first instance as the multiplicity of force 

relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate and which constitute their 

own organization; as the process which, through ceaseless struggles and 

confrontations, transforms, strengthens, or reverses them; […] and lastly, as the 

strategies in which they take effect […] Power is everywhere; not because it 

embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere. […] [P]ower is not 

an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed 

with; it is the name that one attributes to the complex strategical situation in a 

particular society.
4
 

Power was not a thing, but a way of describe the relationship between several things: 

power was the force that connected those things, which organized them. And indeed, 

because of this, it was everywhere; it was a set of strategies – in the sense of a set of 

designs, blueprints or diagrams –  that connected things. The end product of these 

strategies were sometimes coercive institutions, but just as often they were completely 

different set-ups – like ethical and self-willed individuals. Foucault had found such 

individuation in the Greek and Roman traditions and those strange and startling books 

now seemed so much less bizarre: they were just the other aspect of power – power as 

affirmation and joy. 

                                                
4
 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality: An Introduction, trans. Robert Hurley (New 

York: Vintage Books, 1978), 92-3. 
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 If in the late-1970s Foucault had described the products of coercive power as a set 

of institutions, what were the products of affirmative, joyous power? What was it, in 

other words, that the Greeks and Romans had, if they didn’t have prisons and hospitals, 

factories and institutionalized education? The answer lay in self-reflexivity, the epimeleia 

heautou – the care of oneself; he declaimed this in a public lecture on January 6
th

, 1982, 

as follows: 

The epimeleia heautou is an attitude towards the self, others and the world; [it] is 

also a certain form of attention, of looking. Being concerned about oneself implies 

that we look away from the outside to … I was going to say “inside.” Let’s leave 

to one side this word, which you can well imagine raises a host of problems, and 

just say that we must convert our looking from the outside, from others and the 

world, etc. towards “oneself.” The care of oneself implies a certain way of 

attending to what we think and what takes place in our thought. The word 

epimeleia is related to melet!, which means both exercise and meditation. […] 

Third, the notion of epimeleia does not merely designate this general attitude or 

this form of attention on the self. The epimeleia also always designates a number 

of actions exercised on the self by the self, actions by which one takes 

responsibility for oneself and by which one changes, purifies, transforms, and 

transfigures oneself. It involves a series of practices, most of which will have a 

very long destiny in the history of Western culture, philosophy, morality, and 

spirituality. These are, for example, techniques of meditation, of memorization of 
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the past, of examination of conscience, of checking representations which appear 

in the mind, and so on.
5
 

How far indeed from factories were we then! And yet this was still the world of power. 

What the Greeks did, then, was relate to themselves in a special way that actually 

produced this category of the self. Crucial to this was the dilemma Foucault mentioned 

here of the inside vs. the outside: they weren’t looking from the outside to the inside at 

all, but from one outside to another. For it was only by relating to oneself as if one was 

relating to another that one could critique and work on oneself. That is, one had to look at 

oneself ‘impartially’ – as if one were in fact someone else, looking at oneself: a mirror 

effect. The goal was to see yourself as others saw you, and thus understand who you 

really were. This is what was at the very heart of selfhood.  

Henceforth, the rest fell into place as a set of techniques (Greek tekhn! tou biou – 

techniques of life). These were the practices referred to by Foucault in the list above: 

meditation, examinations of conscience, etc. If one needed to see oneself in a mirror, one 

needed to figure out a way to build this mirror and how to look at it: that was what these 

practices and techniques were all about. Once one figured out how to use the mirror, one 

saw the self. So these were the two terms: epimeleia, or care, which referred to the 

practices and ways in which one looked at and built the second term – the heautos, or 

self. When Foucault referred to the epimeleia heautou as a practice or set of actions 

above, he also meant one more thing: we had to keep practicing. It wasn’t just something 

                                                
5
 Michel Foucault, The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at the Collège de France 

1981-1982, trans. Graham Burchell and ed. Frédéric Gros (New York: Picador, 

2005), 10-11. 
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we did once, it wasn’t just a “general attitude” as he had just said: it was much more 

serious than that, and took much more effort than that.  

The gravity of the task, and the continual nature of the process also meant that the 

historian could actually find these practices, though they be centuries old: as serious 

repeated actions, they were recorded. And so it was that Foucault filled several hours of 

lectures and two more books writing about the records of Greek and Roman philosophers, 

ascetics, doctors, political figures and orators who had written about what they did to take 

care of themselves, to look at themselves in these mirrors. This was how they had seized 

power, how they had taken themselves up as both the subject and object of power. For 

Foucault, it seemed that they had found a sense of freedom, something that the 19
th

 

century had by and large replaced with a different biopolitics. 

So I had before me an engaging concept – that biopower could lead to two things: 

institutionalized forms of coercion and individualized forms of autonomy. Of course, 

that’s a bit too simplistic and rough, but that was the overall idea. To complicate things a 

bit, one would of course need to admit that the two forms of power were likely to be 

always found together and interwoven in any given historical context. Different time 

periods, however, seemed to have different concentrations of the two forms. Furthermore, 

in some periods one form was the institutional norm while the other was a rogue shadow: 

the Greeks and Romans clearly made an institutional habit of individualized autonomy, 

while the 19
th

-century made an institutional habit of coercion – this meant that there were 

pockets of autonomy and thickets of tyranny everywhere. This was what gave historians 

the ability to make periods, areas and eras out of the blind and relentless march of time; 
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this was what allowed anthropologists to conceive of different zones and sectors out of 

the dense tangled surface of cultural space. 

If in the 19
th
-century, colonialism and nationalism seemed to focus mostly on the 

institutional and coercive aspects of power, the Greco-Roman years and what I 

understood of 17
th

-century South Asia seemed to focus on the personal and autonomous 

aspects of power. I wondered if all of history could not indeed be schematized and 

diagrammed along these two directions, by examining the gradients and tensions between 

these two poles in any given time: we could put the 17
th

 and late-20
th

/early-21
st
-centuries 

together, twin the medieval period and its Crusades with the colonial and nationalist eras 

and its World Wars, aspects of one time could be analyzed in terms of aspects of another 

(neo-colonial wars like the Cold War and the War on Terror could again be twinned with 

the Crusades); but these are all projects for some other time… 

 Since my concern now is with a culture of individualism in autobiographical 

writing, it is the second of these two forms of biopolitics – the affirmative pole of 

personal autonomy – with which I am most intrigued. I do not, for a moment, imagine 

that my chosen century and geographic area are bereft of that frightening other pole. At 

any rate, we have finally arrived at the second term in my cryptic phrase of “biopolitical 

individualism as an aspect of a modernity in 17
th

-century South Asia.” Individualism, 

then, is (always?) biopolitical, but the reverse is definitely not true: biopolitics does not 

imply individualism. What is involved in individualism, and what has been written 

concerning it? As stated earlier, all the terms in my phrase bleed into each other, but I 
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have tried to keep them apart. First, then, we will examine the purely philosophical idea 

of individualism, and slowly, bit by bit, we will add to it the aspects of time and place.  

I had in front of me the last of Foucault’s writings, and these I have already 

discussed: he found individualism and autonomy in the Greco-Roman world, for he 

found that they had made themselves both subject and object. This movement was 

annotated by Judith Butler in her reading of Foucault, Althusser, Nietzsche and Freud: 

“Subjection” signifies the process of becoming subordinated by power as well as 

the process of becoming a subject. […] The form this power takes is relentlessly 

marked by a figure of turning, a turning back upon oneself or even a turning on 

oneself. This figure operates as part of the explanation of how a subject is 

produced, and so there is no subject, strictly speaking, who makes this turn. On 

the contrary, the turn appears to function as a tropological inauguration of the 

subject, a founding moment whose ontological status remains permanently 

uncertain.
6
 

Butler’s task is to understand the same two poles of power, but to conceive of them in the 

psyche: that is, not to examine the two poles as leading to two different sets of social 

institutions, but to see how the two poles are actually present within each one of us, how 

they structure our own souls and make us individuals. What is important in this 

connection for me, however, is her notion that one can never really discern the exact 

moment at which this happens, that its ontological status is ‘permanently uncertain.’ If 

the subject is produced through the reflexive turn, then is all we have is a readymade 
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subject? Do we not get to see the transition from a pre-subjective self into the subject? 

What does becoming-subject look like? 

 The tropological turn is perhaps all we have as a record of that process, though it 

is clearly a recording made after the fact. This is where individualism encounters writing 

and autobiography: this is our record of the tropological turn – where there has been no 

such turn, there will be no such writing (except in the obvious case of autobiographical 

writing that is no longer extant/legible). Not everyone wrote autobiographies, but those 

who I examine in the 17
th
-centuries did and were unique in this regard: their texts 

survived and we read them still. When we read them, we read the archives of peoples 

who were already individuated: but as we read them, we see the knot of their turn, the 

force of their turning of self upon self expressed as so many indelible marks on paper 

they made those centuries ago. 

 Furthermore, if, as Butler suggests, the psyche is structured by both subjection 

and subjugation, then each individual must live relations to power that include tendencies 

toward autonomy and tendencies toward coercion: one will, at times, free oneself from 

oneself and at times enslave oneself. In an autobiographical narrative, I suggest, this is 

what leads on the one hand to moments of self-revelation and breakthrough when one 

realizes that the ideas one had were wrong and needed adjustment; on the other, this is 

what produces moments of breakdown when one fails to realize the same and locks 

oneself into a destructive or negative habitual behavior. This latter tendency is not 

immediately self-reflexive, not immediately individuated: one is failing to take account of 

oneself, failing to take care of oneself, and is thus persisting in a world of bondage.  
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Does this lead to the failure of the person as a whole? Of course not: the 

successful individual is s/he who eventually comes around to the realization and 

successfully turns breakdown into breakthrough, though it be after the fact. The 

ontological status of this conversion (breakdown to breakthrough) is most certain: we can 

easily see a moment in an autobiographical narrative (and of course, we all know them all 

too well…) where the author realizes that s/he was wrong and rectifies the mistake (if it is 

possible to, if it isn’t too late).  

Lastly, there is one more consequence of the individual’s tendency toward both 

forms of power: at times one may seek to act with others in a way that seeks to increase 

their potential for autonomy, while at others one may act with coercive and authoritarian 

tendencies toward others. This relates to which structure of biopower one is realizing and 

acting upon, that is, which biopolitics one is engaging in with others. Again, the ethical 

individual will be s/he who – in the very least – seeks to maximize and attend to the 

autonomy of others though it may be necessary to invoke moments of coercion in order 

to do this. In other words: taking care of oneself is taking care of others. 

Deleuze and Guattari came to a similar conclusion, and their work is also worth 

engaging, though I must be very brief in this and cannot find the words to express their 

importance to all this directly. The reason is completely autobiographical: Deleuze and 

Guattari were the authors of the first few academic books I ever read in my life. I cannot 

even begin to discern, sometimes, where their ideas end and mine begin: they have a way 

of getting under your skin, permeating everything you think of, all the questions you ask, 

etc. Much of my discussion of Foucault’s biopolitics, for example, came out of my 
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readings of Deleuze and Guattari, in particular Deleuze’s explication found in the book 

Foucault. It was perhaps not until I read him that I understood Foucault, and vice versa. 

When I read Butler, I thought she was saying the same thing as Deleuze, but using 

different vocabulary to do so. When I read the Subaltern Studies historians, I imagined 

their work to be a footnote (an immensely lengthy and important one, of course) in the 

Thousand Plateaus.  

Not only do their writings have an immanence all of their own, they are also 

exceedingly complicated and use some very difficult terminology. To explicate their 

version of Butler’s ‘tropological turn,’ then, would take many more pages than an 

explication of the same in Butler (even though I read Deleuze and Guattari first, and 

understood Butler through them). The same goes for Foucault’s biopolotics: even though 

I understand biopolitics through Deleuze and Guattari’s the Geology of Morals and the 

notion of the abstract machine which stratifies everything, it would take too long to 

explain that.
7
 As an example: I see the abstract machine as a map of the synchronic 

historical gradient of tendencies toward both poles of biopolitics in any given time period 

The abstract machine is like one of those maps of the Red and Blue states in America, 

except for a given time period and space. But, as any reader of the above few sentences 

who is unfamiliar with Deleuze and Guattari can plainly see, none of this makes sense to 

those who do not speak their language. For all that, I cannot insist on how important they 

have been in this entire project, and how I feel as if this thesis is a footnote to a footnote 

in their books. 
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Nonetheless, let us just consider one concrete passage from another book of 

theirs, a discussion of subjectivity from Anti-Oedipus: 

Conforming to the meaning of the word “process,” recording falls back on 

production, but the production of recording itself is produced by the production of 

production. Similarly, recording is followed by consumption, but the production 

of consumption is produced in and through the production of recording. This is 

because something on the order of a subject can be discerned on the recording 

surface. It is a strange subject, however, with no fixed identity […] Doubtless all 

desiring-production is, in and of itself, immediately consumption and 

consummation, and therefore, “sensual pleasure.” […] This is tantamount to 

saying that the subject is produced as a mere residuum alongside the desiring-

machines, or that he confuses himself with this third productive machine and with 

the residual reconciliation that it brings about: a conjunctive synthesis in the form 

of a wonderstruck “So that’s what it was!”
8
 

As stated above, the reader unfamiliar with Deleuze and Guattari should immediately see 

what I mean. Nonetheless, their explication of how one comes to be a subject is 

incredibly prescient. The subject, for them, is produced as residuum: it appears alongside 

the process that produces the subject. This is pretty much what Butler writes as well, 

when she says that the subject’s ‘ontological status is uncertain.’ However, it offers quite 

a bit of clarification on the ontological status of this uncertainty: it isn’t so much that it is 
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‘uncertain’ as in ‘indiscernible,’ rather, the ontological status of the subject is that it is 

what is being generated by the turning itself, through that turning. The recording of the 

process of becoming-subject produces the subject (and again, this is what Butler had said 

as well); ethical self-reflection in autobiography produces an image of a self-reflective 

individual. As we have seen in our discussion of Butler, and even earlier in our 

discussion of Foucault and the Greco-Romans, it is learning how to build that mirror and 

look in it that allows us to see the self; additionally, once we have seen the self and built 

the mirror, so long as we keep the process up, the self and the mirror remain.  

However, what Deleuze and Guattari are adding to this is an account of the 

relationship between production and consumption. Let us take this very slowly, bit-by-

bit. The “production of recording itself is produced by the production of production.”
9
 If 

the production of recording is the production of an autobiography, then how is this 

“produced by the production of production?”
10

 The answer lies in two directions. In the 

first direction we must consider the writing process itself. The production of an 

autobiography is produced as a series of other productions (the production of production, 

pure productivity itself): one first lives experiences (1
st
 production), takes notes of them 

(production of production) and then reformats those notes into an autobiographical 

narrative (produced by the production of production). The writing process here is more 

than just the material fact of writing: it is the concrescence of a metaphysical, psychical 

and biopolitical process. It is the concrete recording of what one thought about, the 

spiritual crises one had. 
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Now we proceed to the next sentence: “[R]ecording is followed by consumption, 

but the production of consumption is produced in and through the production of 

recording.”
11

 Each of these stages of autobiographical production (living, note-taking, 

reformatting) is a recording: this much is fairly clear, as we can easily see that one is 

either making a mental and material record of the production through writing or making a 

mental-only record of the production by remembering what happened. These recordings, 

however, are always followed by consumption, and this is the doubling wherein one 

becomes-subject: one records what one has produced, but then reflects back on that 

recording, consuming it and making it into something else. I live, I record my life 

(mentally and/or materially) and then I re-read (or merely recall in mind) what I have 

lived, consuming it over again, reliving that act. This is the consumption which follows 

recording. But since the consumption – my reliving and reflection – produces its own 

record, the “production of consumption is produced in and through the production of 

recording.”
12

  

In Deleuze and Guattari, becoming-subject is pure process, pure productivity: 

producing and consuming, at all times, over and over again, cycling back and forth 

through each other. Here we have returned where we started with Foucault: becoming a 

biopolitical subject is a constantly renewed practice. If we have come full circle to 

Foucault, then why not see what he himself came back to at the end of those fateful years 

from 1978-1982. What did he imagine the main methods of becoming-subject (as 

Deleuze and Guattari would have said), the main records of the tropological turns (as 
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Butler would have it), the main techniques of living (as Foucault, threading himself 

through the Greeks, did in fact say it) constituted? The answers gave me some prescient 

hints as to where to look in order to find my biopolitical individualism:  

The importance of listening. […] The importance of writing. In this period there 

was a culture of what could be called personal writing: taking notes on the 

reading, conversations, and reflections that one hears or engages in oneself; 

keeping kinds of notebooks on important subjects (what the Greeks called 

hupomn!mata
13

), which must be reread from time to time so as to reactualize their 

contents. Finally, the importance of taking stock of oneself […] There is then a 

whole set of techniques whose purpose is to link together the truth and the 

subject.
14

 

Foucault, reading the Greeks and Romans, was not reading autobiography – he was 

reading about people who kept such notebooks, people who used autobiography as a 

technique of living: he was reading about the reading/writing of autobiography. There 

weren’t too many autobiographies in that time period that were still extant (though the 

Greeks were clearly keeping such notebooks); in 17
th

-century South Asia, however, we 

had autobiographies: and so, I would read them. 

 This, then, was what individualism was all about, and above all, what it meant to 

be a biopolitical individual: one produced a record of one’s turn to oneself, of the way in 

which one examined and re-examined and examined again one’s own life and one’s life 

                                                
13

 “Things upon that which one has remembered” – translation mine.  
14

 Michel Foucault, The Hermeneutics of the Subject: Lectures at the Collège de France 

1981-1982, trans. Graham Burchell and ed. Frédéric Gros (New York: Picador, 

2005), 500-1. 



 

 25 

in relation to others. Where there were autobiographies, particularly there where there 

were momentous outpourings of autobiographies, there just might have been biopolitical 

individualism.  

What constituted a momentous outpouring? My answer lay in my sources. One 

could find an immense quantity of autobiographies produced, a sudden effervescence in 

the genre, with each one being self-reflexive to varying degrees. In this case, even if there 

were some autobiographies that were not fully self-reflexive, the existence of such an 

immense and widespread turn toward autobiographical writing itself indicated a 

widespread cultural turn toward individuation: a group individuation, if you will. Or, one 

found a few incredibly self-reflexive autobiographies – isolated cases, perhaps, but 

outstanding examples of individuation. Why there were few others could be explained by 

a host of reasons (others were individuating but their records don’t survive, for example). 

 In 17
th

-century South Asia, I found both examples. European travelers to South 

Asia produced an immense quantity of autobiographical literature, and not all of it was 

self-reflexive. On the whole, however, it indicated a widespread cultural self-reflexivity: 

this is why, after all, the Renaissance was the Renaissance. The work of Jacob 

Burckhardt and Stephen Greenblatt (from whom I borrowed the term self-fashioning) had 

already established this cultural turn, though there were not too many studies of the 

autobiographies of Europeans in South Asia and their autobiographies in this light: this is 

where I tried to fill in the gap. South Asians writing in South Asian languages in this 

time, however, wrote very few autobiographies. However there was another sort of 

momentous outpouring here: the first true autobiography in South Asia was written in 
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1641; moreover it was everything I could possibly have hoped for – it was fully self-

reflexive, and its author critiqued himself as harshly as he could have. But we’re still in 

the philosophical prologue to my project, and so I refrain from talking about these texts 

too much for now: once we have understood the task at hand thoroughly, what is at stake 

in it, and how important these texts really are, only then should we proceed to read them. 

Greenblatt adds quite a few helpful bits to this puzzle, which I summarize in brief 

here. He too finds an impasse between positivist historiography and postmodern 

approaches and realizes that “[w]hat is central is the perception […] that there is in the 

early modern period a change in the intellectual, social, psychological, and aesthetic 

structures that govern the generation of identities.”
15

 He also notes the twin imperatives 

of submission to other powers as well as subjection over those powers and oneself; the 

importance of looking at oneself from an external perspective; the primary role of 

language and writing as a recording of this process; and that the subject is produced as a 

product of this process.
16

 Yet, as I’ve said, if one reads Deleuze and Guattari carefully, 

then all this seems as though it were a footnote in one of their books. 

So this is what it means to be a biopolitical individual, and we are beginning to 

touch on the 17
th

-century. Let us pull back just one step, to just the term ‘biopolitcal’ , 

and return to the idea that biopower can lead to both individuation and autonomy as well 

as coercive and exploitative regimes. This will help us understand the uniqueness of the 

autobiographies picked for this study, and will allow us to move onto the last term of my 
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formula: the 17
th
-century in South Asia (though we are side-stepping the penultimate 

term concerning modernity for the moment). 

The 17
th

-century, no doubt, had both biopolitical poles. All the exploration and 

travel, all the new forms of thought that the Renaissance discovered, all the information 

exchanged between Europe and Asia in this time, led (as we all know all too well) to 

colonialism: the tendency toward the institutionalization of knowledge, then, was already 

latent in this time. We can see this happening in the archive itself, as all the information – 

everything from physical artifacts to cultural knowledge (including these very 

autobiographies!) are deposited and sedimented bit-by-by into the colonial archive, 

building the bed of knowledge that was then stratified and restructured by that coercive 

power. Much of post-colonial thought has been interested in building this genealogy and 

showing how European attitudes in this time led up to and produced the colonial moment. 

As I said earlier, though, my interest was not genealogical: I didn’t care to see how we 

got where we did. We know that this great century led up to the colonial moment, but we 

also know that it could have been otherwise: my ultimate ambition here is to draw us 

toward this immense otherwise.  

The very same archive that we see stratified by coercive power in the service of 

colonialism was also stratified by individual autonomy in the same time period. There are 

two aspects of this – one genealogical or diachronic, one geological or synchronic. My 

analysis, as I’ve said, participates in the latter, though I will point toward the genealogical 

and attempt to work in a theory of historical change into all of this after the textual 

analysis. 
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On the diachronic level, we know that all the information these 17
th
-century 

European travelers gathered led up to European colonialism: these travelers brought back 

information and it was used to understand the South Asians in order to make docile, 

colonial bodies out of them. This was biopower investing the archive with its coercive 

version of power. In the same diachronic direction there were also always possibilities of 

non-coercion: there were always individuals who read that same archive and refused to 

coerce. These were figures like Marlowe and Dryden who used travelogue to learn about 

South Asia, and used that information not to criticize South Asians and cheer on their 

domination by England, but rather used that information to produce powerful critiques of 

England. Marlowe was even denounced as a heretic and assassinated for these critiques. 

On the synchronic level, things are much the same: there were 17
th

-century 

European travelers who coerced South Asians, who denounced South Asians, who 

thought of them as barbarous. Their memoirs could easily be incorporated into the 

colonial archive, easily made part of the 18
th

 and 19
th

-entury colonial project. Books like 

Edward Said’s Orientalism focused much more heavily on the genealogical pull toward 

coercive power. But at the same time, there were other travelers who practiced the 

techniques that Foucault mentioned – listening, writing, self-reflection – and practiced 

them in a way that avoided coercion, practiced them in a way that maximized the 

autonomy of others, practiced them not just to take care of the self but to take care of 

others as well. These travelers – such as Pietro Della Valle, whose records I examine at 

length – could not be so easily pressed into colonialism’s service. Far less research has 

gone into these records: in terms of genealogical and linear history, they cease to matter, 
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for they lead ‘nowhere.’ Here I must insist: they lead nowhere only in the sense that they 

went nowhere – they contain immense reserves of philosophical and historical potential, 

however, that could go have gone somewhere and may yet go there… 

As to the South Asian autobiographies from the 17
th

-centuries and their relations 

to biopower, things are, in a sense, much simpler: there’s just one such autobiography: 

Ban!ras"d!sa’s Ardhakath!naka. As stated earlier, it is all by itself a momentous 

outpouring. It is incredibly self-reflexive, and doesn’t describe others much at all, but 

instead tells the autobiography of a heretic: someone whose way of living as an 

occasional atheist called his life into question. The connections to biopower here are not 

on the level of the field of discourse in the sense of what a biopolitical arrangement 

makes out of the archive that one produces (such as what colonialism makes out of 

European travelogue); rather, they are on the level of how a biopolitical life produces a 

text and recording thereof (that is, how biopolitics invested one person’s life, and how 

they reacted to that investment with a counter-investment, and what record came out of 

all this). Foucault had remarked “modern man is an animal whole politics places his 

existence as a living being in question,” and it seems as though our author would fit this 

description all too well.
17

 I’m not suggesting that every heretic is a biopolitically modern 

individual: but when one is a heretic, and one’s politics calls one’s life into question, and 

one writes about one’s life, publicly defending those very biopolitics that called one’s life 

into question…well, in such a case – singular as it may be – one is the definition of a 

biopolitically modern individual. Yet again we find that very little work has been done on 
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this singular text: it too went nowhere and never led to an autobiographical tradition. 

Autobiographies that came later didn’t pick up on this at all, they came from elsewhere. 

And yet again, I insist that this text may yet have a place to go, somewhere to take us 

along, if only we also listen and practice self-reflection… 

Finally, we’ve come to the only term left unexplained: modernity, or rather, an 

aspect of a modernity. Before tackling this head on, however, let us pause and rest our 

gaze on a figure whose radical and still-challenging modernity has been resolutely 

established beyond a doubt: another heretic whose lifestyle called his politics into 

question, another 17
th

-century figure sitting at the crossroads of Europe and Asia, at the 

hub of trade and globality, receiving immense flows of new global information, another 

figure who practiced self-reflection, insisted that we listen to others and attend to their 

autonomy. Baruch Spinoza wrote so much that was prescient and ahead of his time: in so 

many ways Deleuze, Guattari and Foucault are footnotes in Spinoza’s thought.  

Spinoza anticipates all of us, yet even today, our political thinking lags behind 

him. His is the philosophy of power first and foremost: power defined as potentia 

(potential) to act. All through the third part of the Ethics is a theory of how power moves 

us, and how we move it, of how we pass through states of activity and passivity. 

Everywhere Spinoza bifurcates everything into two poles, drawing gradients of potential 

between the two. We are sometimes active and sometimes passive, says Spinoza: active 

when our ideas are adequate and passive when they are not. Adequateness is measured by 

whether or not an idea is shared by both ourselves and another body: the more there is in 

common, the more adequateness there is. Simply put, we would prefer to be active, and 
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so we strive toward the adequate ideas: we endeavor toward those things which are 

shared. And it is from here that Spinoza’s thought just rushes forth and multiplies: if we 

strive toward more activity and this requires adequate ideas, then this requires sharing 

with others that which we have in ourselves; when we strive toward increasing our 

activity, then, we also strive toward increasing that of others. We take care of ourselves to 

take care of others, and vice versa. Good ethics strives toward increasing the potential 

and power of ourselves and increasing the potential and power of others. And so we find 

in Spinoza a model of a modern ethical arrangement: self-reflexive, relentlessly social, 

aimed at the public sphere, and aimed at living a life that affirms and seeks to increase 

power and potential – a life-affirming, non-coercive biopolitics, in other words. 

I mention Spinoza only briefly and only in passing. His world in another highly 

complex world whose explication would take far too long for the present task. What 

brought me to him, however, was that his modernity was produced in just these same 

years and context: the first half of the 17
th

-century, at the crossroads of Jewish, 

Portuguese and Dutch identity. Multiple forms of belonging were a matter of course in 

his life, and with multiple allegiances came a questioning of allegiance itself. There could 

have been no colonialism, nationalism nor exclusivist religion here. He too focused on 

the importance of affirmation, self-reflection and social being. If Spinoza could have 

been so unrelentingly modern, then why not others in these same years? Why not others 

who came to similar conclusions in South Asia? 

I read those Foucault lectures and books in the same years that I read these 

autobiographies, and continued thinking about the resonance I felt between these 17
th

-
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century South Asians and ourselves. I felt that they had discovered something like what 

Foucault’s Greco-Romans had found: an autonomy of sorts. They seemed to also practice 

building a mirror, they seemed to also stand outside themselves and look upon their 

exteriors in a critical light. Furthermore, their world contained the schizophrenic 

alternation between coercive power and autonomy. So too does ours, and Rosi Braidotti, 

following Foucault, Deleuze and Spinoza, puts it best: 

[there is a] double pull in contemporary cultures as a conflict between, on the one 

hand, the rising demands for subjective singularities, or autonomy, and, on the 

other hand, the conservative re-territorialization of desires for the purpose of 

commercial profit. This is reflected in the schizoid paradox of the compulsive 

consumerism of mass culture, where all the emphasis falls on the quest for 

‘personalized’ or ‘itemized,’ custom-made specifications and commodities. This 

achieves a disastrous dual effect; it reasserts individualism as the unquestionably 

desirable standard, while it reduces it to brand names and to logos.
18

 

This is our impasse today, our own distinct dilemma. We live in a world where we seek 

to be individuals, where we must be individuals, but where we can only buy our 

individualism. I wonder, at a deeply personal level, if these 17th-century autobiographers 

cannot lead us on a path back into ourselves, through each other, and out of such 

disturbing paradoxes of simultaneous coercion and autonomy. This is what my project of 

understanding resonance between modernities has been after, all this time: and this is 

what is meant by opening the notion of modernity to other ways of being modern. I ask 
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that we too increase our self-reflexivity and practice listening, self-reflection and seek to 

increase the autonomy of others. This is something that history can theoretically help us 

do so well, as it attends to and attempts to understand otherness: but all too often, history 

fails in this regard for it forgets to take care of the self at the same time, for it fails to use 

what it has learned from others to reflect back on the self. Perhaps Foucault put it best 

when he said,  

I aim at having an experience myself – by passing through a determinate 

historical content – an experience of what we are today, of what is not only our 

past but also our present. And I invite others to share the experience. That is, an 

experience of our modernity that might permit us to emerge from it transformed.
19

 

 

Foucault had referred to biopolitical life as indicative of a society’s passage into a 

“threshold of modernity,” but he had not fully appreciated the consequences of his own 

vision: he never called the Greeks and Romans modern.
20

 I wonder if he would have 

called 17
th

-century South Asians modern, or if he would have stuck to the conventional 

definition of modernity as a European phenomenon, and not taken the risk of being 

boldly incorrect. I have no such choice: our era has no such choice.  

To invoke Deleuze and Guattari one last time, there are two ways of using 

language, thought and political categories like ‘secular,’ ‘individual, and ‘modernity.’ We 
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can use these concepts in major and minor keys, as if philosophy were a sort of music. 

On the side of the institutionalized and coercive, majority is an attitude of stasis and 

unrelenting orthodoxy and orthopraxy: it “assumes a state of power and domination.”
21

 

To be major, is to prefer the homogeneity and established and entrenched nature of 

institutions and their definitions. Instead, we could be participating in a great and exciting 

fluxion, the “becoming-minoritarian of everybody, as opposed to the majoritarian Fact of 

Nobody. Becoming-minoritarian as the universal figure of consciousness is called 

autonomy.”
22

 I ask that we submit the category of ‘modernity’ to such a global 

becoming-minor: we set it loose from its orthodox and institutionalized meanings, at the 

risk of some slippage, of course, but I venture to say that it could be a very productive 

slip: not a fall from grace, but the giddy pleasure of a free-fall, the bliss of not knowing 

where exactly you’ll land, but the assurance of our faith in flight. 

To return where we started, amidst the thick of today’s globalization and division 

between the first and third worlds, Dipesh Chakrabarty reminds us of the European 

involvement in the political categories of our time – including individuality – and 

concludes that these concepts are now completely global (and not in sense that indicates 

the success of European colonial hegemony, but rather in the positive sense that we have 

all taken up and modified these immense ideas – we have made them minor).
23

 We 

should not, then, continue to use these concepts in a major key, as if they still belonged to 
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exclusively to the European and colonial heritage: such definitions are indeed now ‘Facts 

of Nobody.’ The task today is not to bitterly construct genealogies of why colonialism 

and nationalism happened, it is not to reject European categories or thought – though I 

am not questioning for a moment the once-necessary status of both of these tasks in the 

era of decolonization. Rather, it is to find moments in the history of thought where 

connections where made and ideas shared, where individuals strived to better themselves 

and increase the autonomy of others: to find a history of modernity at its best, a suitably 

global history for our connected times. In the heady thick of such communication lies the 

creative space where our categories can become minor and belong to all of us once again. 
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Chapter 2: 560 BCE–1608 CE – Life in the Silence of Individuals 

 If individual subjects resonate with us so well, then what is it about other subjects 

– the non-individuated subjects – that don’t resonate? What do they even look like, 

especially when they choose to write autobiographical texts or have their biographies 

written? A seeming paradox confronts us then: an autobiography of an individual person, 

yet not the autobiography of an individuated subject. Reading of the lives of these non-

individuals left me with puzzled in another way: there were several different types of 

non-individuals, and they all had their own distinct reasons for not becoming-

individuated. For this reason, we will see quite a few different philosophical personae 

here; if concepts are characters in a play, then this dramatis personae is much larger than 

that of the individual subject. Given my interest in arriving in South Asia from two paths 

– one the life of a European and one the record of an autochthon – we have to look 

toward both histories. 

Lastly it would be beyond foolish for me to claim that there are no other 

individuals in the rest South Asian and European biographical literature: I don’t ever 

mean to suggest that. There were none in the research that I did, in the texts that I read – 

but I suppose they are out there somewhere. Individuation also occurs elsewhere and can 

be read in other genres: Spinoza, for instance, wrote philosophy, not autobiography. If 

there were individuals in these times, then they did not speak: they were silent. 

It is time to reveal who these individuals are, for we are no longer in a world of 

abstraction: leaving their identities out earlier helped to focus our thought on the 

ontological qualities of the individual, but the ontology is now established. I ask that we 
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understand that ontology not as the firm and over-determining theory of the individual, 

but rather as a method of mapping this individual – it allows us to look for certain things, 

leads us on certain paths, warns us of possible dangers and rushes us to take some risky 

trails; I take such a theory as a tool, something to think alongside, not something to think 

through. These biographies here are very brief – mere mentions – I will supply many 

more details in the next chapter. 

Pietro Della Valle (1586-1652), an Italian leisure-traveler, set sail from Italy for 

the Holy Land in June 1614. On Friday, August 15
th

, 1614 he arrived in Turkey; in March 

1617 he arrived in Iran; by March 1623 he was in India; in 1628 he was back home. His 

text, the Viaggi di Pietro Della Valle, Il Pellegrino (The Travels of Pietro Della Valle, 

The Pilgrim) is replete with all sorts of information from those countries and the lands 

and seas in between. The text is written as a series of letters to his friend Mario Schipano; 

these letters are edited from his personal diaries (which I have not examined). Though 

Della Valle wasn’t a merchant, he found himself in the mercantile world: the trade and 

globalization of the times, the seafaring voyages and spice trades, deals between various 

trading nations (the Dutch, the English, the Portuguese, etc.). I have used George Bull’s 

very truncated translation. As there are issues about its truncation and faithfulness to the 

text, and as I have no knowledge of Italian, I have adjusted my analysis accordingly: I 

focus on events and content, not on style and phrasing. 

Ban!ras"d!sa (1586 – 1643) wrote the first true autobiography in the Indian 

tradition, the Ardhakath!naka (Half a Tale), in vernacular Braj Bh!sha verse in 1641. He 

too traveled, though his roaming was strictly within the Mughal empire. He writes his 
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entire narrative in the third person – a grammatical mechanism by which he examines 

himself from the outside, from the eye of the other. Though he was a merchant, it his role 

as a philosopher and leader of the then-nascent Adhy!tma movement of the Jain faith for 

which he is best remembered. I have used the original text alongside translations – one by 

Mukund Lath and the other by Rohini Chowdhury; as I do read Braj Bh!sha I have the 

liberty to focus on issues of style and phrasing. For this project I made my own 

translations of each section – these are not cited, however, as they were never polished: 

they were ‘notebook’ (often handwritten) translations that were far too literal to cite with 

any ease. 

These brief notes should suffice for now, as our immediate task is assembling a 

literary history. These histories are truncated and limited only to the biographical 

literatures with which my authors directly connect: that is, either they themselves refer to 

this literature, or they partake of the same sort of vocation as those taken up in these other 

lives.  

In the case of Della Valle, direct connections are established along two lines: 1.) 

by fashioning himself as a Pilgrim and heading first to the East Mediterranean, Della 

Valle follows in the footsteps of the Crusader chronicles – autobiographies of those who 

went on Crusade centuries earlier to the East Mediterranean, calling themselves pilgrims; 

2.) Della Valle’s vocation is the same as that of other European travelers in Asia: to travel 

widely and write extensively, and to feature ethnographic descriptions of the East – 

consequently, he can easily be placed within the field of other European ethnographic 

travelogue. 
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Ban!ras"d!sa’s network is harder to establish: as a sui generis autobiography, and 

as the first known one in South Asia at that, he obviously makes no direct reference to 

any other autobiographical texts. I didn’t quite know what to connect him to, but his 

vocation as a spiritual leader suggested a connection with hagiography. This connection 

is hardly a good one, however: Ban!ras"d!sa is not a saint at all! Furthermore, those 

hagiographies are not autobiographies. Another bad connection had to be made to the 

B!burn!mah, the autobiography of B!bur, the 15
th

-century founder of the Mughal 

dynasty in India. A terrible connection yet again: Ban!ras"d!sa is not a king. An even 

worse connection was made with the Buddhacarita, a biography of the Buddha: this has 

even less justification in terms of connecting to Ban!ras"d!sa; it does, however, lead us 

into interesting terrain with regard to self-fashioning. There was nothing to do with this: 

some connection had to be made in order to see Ban!ras"d!sa’s text in full relief. Unlike 

Della Valle, whose text can easily be situated within a larger discursive body – with 

important consequences for the nature of his individuation, as we shall see – 

Ban!ras"d!sa’s text simply cannot be put into any such discursive network; my doing so 

is purely artificial and disposable. 

 Though I have refrained from any extensive theorization of the non-individual, 

some threads had to be followed consistently in order to yield consistent results. Thinking 

alongside Foucault, running with the idea of biopolitics and working in his own ideas 

alongside concepts draw from Leibniz, Spinoza and Nietzsche, Deleuze described the 

fold as a sort of geometric operation that produced subjectivities: 
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the relation to oneself assumes an independent status. It is as if the relations of the 

outside folded back to create a doubling, allow a relation to oneself to emerge, 

and constitute an inside which is hollowed out and develops its own unique 

dimension […] a differentiation that leads to a folding, a reflection. […] Force is 

what belongs to the outside, since it is essentially a relation between other forces 

[…] But what comes about as a result [of folding is that] a relation which force 

has with itself, a power to affect itself, an affect of self on self. The relation with 

others must be doubled by a relation with oneself. […] This is what the Greeks 

did: they folded force, even though it still remained force. They made it relate 

back to itself. Far from ignoring interiority, individuality or subjectivity they 

invented the subject, but only as a derivative or the product of a ‘subjectivation.’
1
  

So much here is familiar that I need not explain too much. We are already familiar with 

the concept of inside and outside: an individual does not have an inside – this inside is 

really the outside, for the individual sees his interiority as if it were an exteriority. We see 

once again in Deleuze’s thought the importance of the production of the subject (here 

‘subjectivation’) as a residuum, or something that happens after a process. After this 

process has taken place, however, we see that there is no turning back: what we see is the 

subject, already formed.  

The main thing I want to draw from the concept of the folding is the simple idea 

that one becomes an individual by relating the external world to oneself, that is, folding 
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the outside with the ‘inside’ viewed as another outside. The events happening outside in 

the world that one sees, the cultures out there that one describes anthropologically: these 

are the outsides; when one relates this world back with oneself, one folds the outside with 

the inside and produces the individual subject. Deleuze add later that the fold is both a 

hollowing out as well as a thickening.
2
 The sense here is that that folding both produces a 

blank space where one is filled with doubt and has no sense of self, but also produces a 

distinct sense of self and individual personality: the hollow of doubt allows one to resolve 

oneself into a thickness – the hollow provides a space to be filled. I pause to add that the 

French verb for fold (plier) is the etymological appearance in French of the Latin verb 

underlying reflect (flectere – to bend, to fold). Reflection is folding. 

 In the following study of these various non-individuals I use the concept of the 

fold to clarify what it was that made them not individuals: either there was no folding and 

no opportunity or space to do so, a failure to fold though given such a space, or there was 

a fold made in a completely different direction to produce a different type of subject, but 

not an individual. I will speak of this different direction later on: standing firmly in the 

European tradition as Foucault and Deleuze were, they were unaware how many different 

types of folding there could be.  

These digressions, I hope, have been productive. Finally, then, we have created 

the ground to begin our historical task. In  what follows, I give extremely terse comments 

– a summary of my research in each literary genre that contains non-individuals. I then 
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describe their relation to folding and what constitutes their non-individuality. After this, 

in the next chapter, we will – finally – get to Della Valle and Ban!ras"d!sa. 

Chronicles of the Crusaders:  

 Crusader chronicles, as mentioned above, were chosen because their authors also 

went to the Holy Land and described themselves as pilgrims. Della Valle did much the 

same, and even wished to engage in Holy War against the Turk: he not only had a strong 

historical memory of the Crusaders, he consciously fashioned himself as one. Fortunately 

for us, his ambition to do so was greatly tempered, and instead of engaging in Holy War, 

he became an incredibly sensitive traveler, rather sympathetic to the cultures with which 

he engaged. We will come to that soon: for now, what do these non-individuated authors 

look like? What is their relation to folding? 

Anna Comnena (1083-1153) wrote a biography of her father, Alexius I, entitled 

The Alexiad. Alexius I partook of the First Crusade (1095-1099).  

Geoffroy de Villehardouin’s (1154-1218?) Conquest of Constantinople, the 

‘official history’ of the Fourth Crusade, details the events between 1199-1207.  

Robert de Clari’s Conquest of Constantinople details that same event, but 

constitutes an ‘unofficial history’ as it tells the story as de Clari himself saw it. 

Jean de Joinville’s (1224-1317) Life of Saint Louis (who was actually a King) 

details the history of the Seventh Crusade between 1226-1270. The life of Louis IX was 

primarily taken up with the Crusade; furthermore, Joinville’s version of his life devotes 

less than 20 out of a total of about 200 pages to the pre-Crusade life of Louis IX. The 

text, then, is much more a history than a biography. 
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All of these texts, in fact, are more history than biography (much less 

autobiography). Their inclusion in this literary history not only results from the 

aforementioned connection with Della Valle, but also with the fact that their authors 

generally went on Crusade and present a history from their own perspective: they are in 

their narratives. Yet they are never in their narratives as individual selves.  

To find this individual self, I looked for first-person narration in these texts, or 

instances in which their authors recorded their own impressions: I barely found any. All 

uses of the first person fell into two categories. First person narrative in the form of I + 

verb was used in order to relay information or provide information about that I: it all 

depends on the verb one uses. For example, a structure like ‘I will tell you’ or ‘I relate’ 

says nothing about the ‘I.’ It serves only to set up connections and help narrative flow. 

That is, these sentences make for good transitions. The verbs can be conjugated in any 

tense: ‘I have told you’ does the exact same thing, just in a different tense. Verbs of 

motion can also be used in the first person: for example, ‘and then I went to.’ This does 

provide information about the ‘I’ but does not really create an individual subject. Again, 

it simply helps the narrative flow along its spatial (went to) and temporal (and then) 

dimensions. Neither of these structures add up to the creation of an individual subject: in 

the first case, one says nothing about the ‘I,’ but instead uses the ‘I’ to indicate who is 

speaking and call attention to the flow of narrative; in the second, one only indicates that 

the ‘I’ has moved across time and space. 

In all these cases, then, narrative isn’t about the author, but about the information 

conveyed. None of my authors talk about themselves, except when they say that they are 
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about to tell us something about the Crusade, or say that they then journeyed from one 

land to another. No one read Geoffroy or Robert to learn about those authors: people read 

these texts to learn what happened in the Fourth Crusade. Robert de Clari, at any rate, 

was just a minor solider. He only does one thing in his one-hundred page narrative: he 

blocks another minor knight on his own side (his brother) from entering the tower of 

Galata out of fear that the Greeks would kill him. And he relates even this tiny 

contribution in the third-person; when he relates this story, he does not tell us anything 

about his own reflection or his own impressions on his action. 

Comnena and Joinville purport to give biographies, but they are not biographies 

in the modern sense of the time: they are much less about the personal life of their 

subjects, but rather about the events in which they partook. They are histories of the 

involvement of these figures in the Crusades. In both texts we encounter page after page 

of narrative that has nothing to do with the life of either Alexius I or Louis IX: the 

narrative instead simply continues telling the story of what happened on Crusade. What 

extra importance is given to these rulers resides only in glorifying or praising their 

qualities: their piety, their just kingship, their loyalty: nothing in these descriptions even 

brings up the ‘hollow’ or ‘thickness’ of individuality. 

With respect to folding across all of these texts, then there is simply no folding. 

The narratives are purely object-oriented: both the historical narrative of the Crusades 

and the historical narrative of the lives of the rulers are object to be described. Their 

authors, though sometimes (albeit rarely) present in their own works, do not fold with the 

objects of their events: they do not record their relation to those objects, except in terms 
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of what their contribution to these events was. They do not reflect, they do not fold with 

anything whatsoever. 

Perhaps their authors, or perhaps the people in their narratives, did indeed fold in 

their personal lives: perhaps they reflected on the world around them. Whether they did 

this or not is simply not the question: they never wrote about it. They never made a 

practice of folding; it was never an ethical, political or biopolitical issue. At this point in 

time, then, autobiographical and biographical narrative had not yet crossed into the world 

of the subject: life was still an object to be described, not a subject to be lived. 

From H!ródotos to 17
th

-Century Travelogue 

 Travelogue is the genre into which Della Valle places himself; it is for this reason, 

all the more important that we must look at the possibilities available for individuation 

therein. Travel draws two vectors: the first is physical, drawing the traveler-author across 

continents; the second is literary and informational, drawing a line of intention across the 

text produced by the traveler. This second line of intention is what we must attend to 

here. Travelogue was never just a record of travel: it was, from its inception in Greece, a 

genre bound up with other ambitions – ethnographic, geographic, historic, etc. When one 

left one’s home to see others, one described them: one produced maps of cultures, maps 

of terrain, maps of the history of these other areas. With all these other tasks to achieve in 

just one book, what was the role of the individual in all this? Could s/he find a place, 

carve a hollow and produce thickenings of selfhood amidst all this? 

We must never forget H!ródotos: he combined travelogue, ethnography, 

geography and history, all in one: as we read his work, we imagined ourselves going 
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from place to place, learning about all these intriguing others. Della Valle and the other 

early modern travelers certainly did not forget him either: they made constant references 

to him they trod upon his paths. We begin, then, with the first paragraph in H!ródotos’ 

Histories, an invocation concerning the purpose of history, a purpose that we will see 

adhered to across much of European travelogue; history is written:  

h!s m"te ta genomena ex anthr!p!n t!i xr!n!i eksit"la gen"tai, m"te erga 

megala te kai th!masta, ta men Hell"si ta de barbaroisi apodexthenta, aklea 

gen"tai 
3
 

so that never may the things done by humans across time become faded, that 

never may the great and amazing deeds – some displayed by Greeks and others 

by barbarians – become fameless 

I have chosen to leave the citation in the original to call attention to a few key phrases 

indicative of the genre’s features. These have been put in boldface in both translation and 

original. First, the subject of such writing is ta genomena, a word whose subtlety defies 

translation, but whose understanding offers a key to such writing. Stemming from the 

verbal root gen-, whose basic meaning across the Indo-European languages is ‘to birth,’ 

the word is the plural of the past middle participle, in the neuter gender (used for abstract 

things). The word (coupled with those after it) literally connotes a sense of things which 

have been engendered by humans: this refers not just to actions or deeds, but the entire 

chain of causation for which we humans are responsible. Next, we see the focus on a 
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diachronic analysis, t!i xr!n!i – across time, through time, by time – history should 

centralize the role of time. Additionally, we have the word apodexthenta (a neuter plural 

past passive participle of the verb apo-deik- to expose, make public), which translates 

literally as ‘the things which have been exhibited;’ in this case, the focus is on that which 

has been shown (and the connotations of the verb are strongly visual) to the rest of the 

world, that which is open, in the public. Lastly, we note that both Greeks and others are 

included – history shall tackle the works of all. 

This, I suggest, was adhered to for most of the history of European historical and 

geographical writing, of which travelogue is a subset. Europeans wrote about both their 

own works and the works of non-Europeans; they focused on that which had been made 

public and that which was visible; they included time in their analysis; and lastly, they 

discussed all things for which humans were responsible – this gave rise to not just the 

history of material things, but also the history of social institutions. Most importantly: 

note that there is no reference to the self in all of this – history need not take account of 

the historian. Certainly, the first words of H!ródotos’ Histories are his own name – but he 

says nothing of himself. Instead, he only says “H!ródotos of Halikarnassós exhibits (apo-

deik-, again) histories here so that…” After this, he simply dives into his stories 

concerning the Persians and their enmity with the Greeks. If this is the goal of the 

historian, then Della Valle’s insertion of himself into such a genre should stand out as an 

immense labor. 

This was the Classical vision of historiography, one that I’m suggesting persisted 

for quite a while: certainly there were changes, but I believe the overall mission outlined 
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above remained. That is, historians, geographers and travel-writers focused on 

anthropocentric, diachronic, public history and had no interest in the historicizing 

themselves. They did not fold, anywhere. To examine this, once again, I searched for the 

use of first person pronouns and reflexive language across numerous 17
th

-century 

travelogues (see bibliography). I also stopped en route at Marco Polo and John 

Mandeville – two earlier authors who massively popularized the genre and made 

traveling to the Orient a fashionable and desirable vocation. 

Once again, I found very little in the way of first person narration. The majority of 

such references were still things indicating either that the ‘I’ was speaking and narrating 

or that the ‘I’ was moving across physical spaces. There was little talk of the relation 

between the ‘I” and the others, little discussion of bringing the outside right up next to the 

‘inside.’ Nonetheless, there are far too many travelogues from Europe for me to have read 

them all: I seem to have encountered no other individuals, but I only looked at the 

canonical and well-known figures. They may, of course, be out there yet. This, however, 

is irrelevant to my argument: if Della Valle isn’t the only one individuating, this hardly 

matters – what matters was that he did individuate, and that he did this in South Asia, at a 

time when South Asians were also individuating in similar ways. 

I present, now, a few brief quotations from various travelogues to illustrate the 

nature of this ‘I’ and its lack of individuation. In addition to Polo, I have chosen to give 

examples only from William Hawkins, as he was also in India around the same time as 

Della Valle and Ban!ras"d!sa (that is, between 1610-1640). As all these authors only use 

the two structures of first person narration referred to above, quoting any more than this 
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would simply be redundant. Polo, speaking on the practice of sat! (the immolation of 

widows) notes: 

Another custom is this. When a man is dead and his body is being cremated, his 

wife flings herself into the same fire and lets herself be burnt with her husband. 

The ladies who do this are highly praised by all. And I assure you that there are 

many who do as I have told you.
4
 

Earlier still, in the Prologue, wherein one may expect that the author would speak of 

himself, Polo limits himself to speech such as: 

It came about that Marco, the son of Messer Niccolò, acquired a remarkable 

knowledge of the customs of the Tartars and of their languages and letters. I 

assure you for a fact that before he had been very long at the Great Khan’s court 

he had mastered four languages with their modes of writing.
5
 

William Hawkins, in 1609, describes sat! as well:  

The custome of the Indians is to burne their dead, as you have read in other 

authors, and at their burning many of their wives will burne with them, because 

they will be registred in their bookes for famous and most modest and loving 

wives, who, leaving all worldly affaires, content themselves to live no longer then 

their husbands.  I have seene many proper women brought before the King, whom 

(by his commandment) none may burne without his leave and sight of them.
6
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It should be apparent from these citations that there is no individuated subject 

emerging here: much the same as the Crusader chronicles, these texts give a purely 

object-oriented narrative. When they appear in their own texts, they appear only as 

transmitters of knowledge: they inform us about their authority as data-collectors, they 

inform us with detail about the objects they observe and lastly, they inform us that they 

are informing us.  

I intentionally picked citations dealing with the violent, provoking and 

contentious issue of sat!, for one may imagine that such an event might rupture the ethical 

structure of the European observer, prompting some sort of comparative interrogation of 

his ethics and those of the other. Whether that interrogation be condemnation, 

valorization or an attempt at understanding, the mere presence of such an interrogation 

would point toward the possibility of some sort of subjective self. None of these 

examples point that way; other travelogues I read certainly did (most condemned), but 

Della Valle stuck out in this regard, as we shall see. Outright condemnation does not 

constitute an individual: the individual refuses to reflect on what s/he observes and 

dismisses that information instead; here there is no counter-realization of the subject’s 

own ethical limitations, no seeing oneself from the outside. Were the individual to come 

to a condemnation after such reflection, this would constitute an individual. 

 At any rate, in the memoirs of these other travelers there is no folding, no 

reflection: just the flatness of a purely object-oriented description. The adherence to 

H!ródotos’ mission is striking: encounters with the other – whether be displayed as 

history, geography, ethnography or travelogue – were not yet a site for an equal and 
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simultaneous encounter with the self. There was no folding: our authors described the 

lines of force that appeared on the outside (the relations between objects they found in 

other cultures, such as the relation between the widow, the husband, the fire and the 

permission of the King), but they made no connection between these lines of force and 

the ones immanent in themselves. 

 One last thing: much has been made of the idea that medieval writers were non-

individuated, whereas early modern writers were individuated: from my reading, I have 

seen that individuation has little to do with chronology. There are medieval writers who 

individuate, and there are early modern writers who don’t. But this is a task for another 

time, and I mention this only in passing as a direction for future research.  

William of Rubruck’s Failure to Fold 

 Thus far we have seen examples wherein no folds are produced: the fabric of 

selfhood lies still flat. I expressed some surprise that a contentious ethical scene led to no 

folding: when confronted with such glaring Otherness, Hawkins and Polo did not even 

begin to fold, they didn’t even try. That wasn’t what they were after: their approach was 

to describe the outside and they stuck to their task. Not every encounter with such 

Otherness goes this way, of course: we will see much later that Della Valle folds up 

completely in this instance. For him, the encounter with sat! will show him the limits of 

his own ethics: instead of condemning the other he will describe, understand, explain and 

make a relation between himself and that other. In short: he learns something about 

himself from this encounter. This is, as we know, the ‘purpose’ of difference: to show us 

that there are multiple ways of being. 
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What was absent from Hawkins and Polo wasn’t difference – it was the task of 

their writing that kept that difference from prompting the spilling of words regarding 

themselves and their reactions to that difference. Della Valle had both difference and the 

opportunity to reflect in writing, and so he folded. But not everyone folds in these 

situations…  

Here I want to briefly summarize an episode from William of Rubruck’s diary of 

his mission to the Mongols in 1253. During this time, the Mongols posed a serious threat 

to Europe: Guyuk Khan wrote to Pope Innocent IV in 1246 saying, in vociferous tones, 

that he would destroy the Christians if they refused to submit to the Mongols. And so, 

John Plano of Carpini and later William of Rubruck (alongside others) were sent in order 

to better understand the Mongols, and attempt to negotiate with them.  

Coming at the tail end of a mini-knot of travelogue/ethnography in the 13
th

 

century, William of Rubruck does something remarkable: he writes about himself and his 

reactions extensively. Those who had come before in this mission to the Mongols, such 

as John Plano of Carpini (1245-1247) stuck to the method of writing with which we are 

now intimately familiar: object-oriented description of others without any folding 

whatsoever. They lacked the opportunity to fold, for they had to establish the body of 

discourse concerning the Mongols: their descriptive task was so important that they had 

no space left to think of themselves. William had this opportunity, for so much was 

already known: his was a mission not to describe, but to attempt to persuade the Mongols 

to ally with Christendom by converting them to Christianity. This attempt, like his 

folding, failed completely. 
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William writes himself all over his narrative: yet, he fails to fold. He describes the 

forces that compose the outside, he describes the forces immanent in himself, he 

recognizes the boundaries separating other and self, but he does not reflect on this 

boundary whatsoever. Another way of saying that, more philosophically precise, would 

be to say that he does not fold the boundary between self and other, he does not deform 

and reform that boundary one bit.  Whenever he is confronted with this boundary, he 

raises himself up above with pride, insisting on an outright condemnation and denigration 

of the other. Even in situations where he is completely wrong, he thinks he is right; he 

seems to lack common sense and self-consciousness completely. He may have been 

given the opportunity to individuate and become modern, but he did not: he never 

doubted himself, he never hollowed himself out to thicken himself anew. He could not 

see himself as others saw him. 

A single dramatic example shall suffice (Dawson 186-97).
7
 Amidst Mangu 

Khan’s court, William is surrounded by all sorts of difference: Nestorian Christians, 

Muslims, Buddhists and assorted pagans. William has conducted himself in such a 

manner that he has generally offended the sentiments of all of these groups. Furthermore, 

he offends Mangu Khan, telling him that he does not follow the Ten Commandments and 

that his power does not come from his own God, but rather from the Christian God. 

Mangu Khan decides to invite him and representatives of the other religions to a public 

debate about proper religion; lumped in with the Nestorians, William is immediately 
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resentful and decides that he should control the debate. In the pre-debate discussion, he 

decides he will speak for them, as he believes his opinions and erudition to be more 

correct and better than theirs. 

The debate begins, and the Buddhists wish to discuss creation and the afterlife; 

but for William, one must talk of the nature of God first: the Buddhists begin their 

religion in the wrong place. The idolators claim there are many gods, and then side-track 

and ask about the nature of evil. William identifies them – using Christian vocabulary – 

as Manicheans, believing in separate evil and good forces. But the question must have 

proved too tricky for William to debate, as he quickly turns the debate back to the 

existence of one all-powerful God. The idolators reply that no god is all-powerful, and 

the Muslims begin laughing at them. At this point, William thinks he has won the debate. 

He starts talking about the Trinity, but the Nestorians silence him and want to speak. 

Thinking that he has already said enough as he has, in his mind, made the idolators into a 

joke, he lets them. What they say, we do not know. In the end, according to William, the 

Muslims concede that everything about Christianity is true (likely, they said something 

like this: Islam does accept the Torah and the New Testament and Christ). In William’s 

version, however, the Muslims claim that they want to die ‘a Christian death’ and have 

thus half-converted. In the end, William decides his victory has been conclusive, though 

he can’t help but note that no one cared to convert. He seems surprised at this. 

 Following this Mangu Khan tells him:  

just as God have different fingers to the hand so He has given different ways to 

men. To you God has given the Scriptures and you Christians do not observe 



 

 

 55 

them. You do not find in the Scriptures that a man ought to disparage another, 

now do you? [… after some dialogue … ] You have stayed here a long time, it is 

my wish that you go back.
8
 

And so, he is essentially kicked out and sent back home.  

 What went wrong? William certainly wrote himself into his narrative fully. He 

was certainly surrounded by difference, and even engaged with it. In the remainder of the 

narrative, in the pages leading up to this incident, William has patiently gathered all sorts 

of information regarding the theological beliefs, ritual practices and habits of each 

religious group: he is aware of the forces which connect them, he knows how they are 

drawn. Yet, he has imposed his own framework over this diagram: he constantly thinks of 

them in his own Christian terms, as the identification of idolaters as Manicheans shows. 

His miscategorization negates all the information he has gathered about them, for he has 

been unable to use that information to interrogate his own beliefs and categories. In his 

mind, everyone must admit that his version of Christianity is true: even the Nestorians, 

though they are Christians, are not Christian enough for him. Even in their case he never  

practices the values of listening to others and of reflecting on the self.  

 His complete self-absorption and – for this very reason – his complete lack of 

self-consciousness is readily apparent in the end: he thinks the Muslims have begun to 

convert, thinks he has won the debate and is surprised that no one converts. In the text, he 

has every group – Muslim, Nestorian, pagan and Buddhist – claim that he is true; 

everyone begins converting. Yet no one actually does. The contradiction is glaring and 
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telling: William simply cannot see himself as others see him, as a failure in the debate 

and an even bigger failure in his attempt at converting others. There is no reflection here, 

though the structural mechanisms for such reflection are all there. What prevents it? I 

believe the answer lies in the excess or surplus claim of group identity over individual 

identity in this time period: William saw himself as a firm European Christian, and 

furthermore as a Franciscan. There was not a shred of doubt to his personal being. To 

understand this, however, we need another anecdote, and a bit of my own personal 

narrative… 

The first time I read this text, and the first time I wrote about it, discussing it at a 

few conferences in 2008, I thought William was an individual. I thought he was modern, 

simply because he spoke of himself. Looking back, I have no idea what I was thinking. It 

wasn’t until much later, and until much engagement with Deleuze, Foucault, Spinoza, 

etc. that I realized this wasn’t an individual. It was a refusal to individuate, though given 

the opportunity. Yet at the same time, the presence of this opportunity, and the 

beginnings of the process of subjectivation, imply that some degree of hollowing and 

thickening has occurred. At present, I feel that William of Rubruck represents a middle 

level in subjectivation: he has not yet crossed the threshold into a full folding, but his 

fabric of selfhood is at least crinkled a bit. The two sides of self and other have not yet 

made full contact, but portions of these lines of force have. 

 In this connection, consider his advice to his patron and King, Louis IX. He 

suggests that it would be easy for Christendom to crush Turkey, but harder to get past the 

Mongols, whom he calls the Tartars. He reflects on the military strategies of the Tartars 
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and realizes that some of their concepts would be worthwhile imports to Europe; 

furthermore he realizes the mistakes his nation makes in its foreign policy, and suggests 

otherwise: 

I say to you with confidence, if your peasants, I will not say Kings and knights, 

were willing to go as do the Kings of the Tartars and be content with the same 

kind of food, they could take possession of the whole world.
9
  

He does fold some forces here: he does realize that the entire Mongol population can 

sustain a harsh lifestyle well, that they have a certain ascetic forbearance to them (this is a 

map of the forces of the other); he realizes that his own people lack such tolerance (this is 

a map of the forces of the self); and finally, he folds the two together and realizes that an 

exchange between the two sets of forces needs to happen: Europe must become-other. It 

is this space of becoming-other that marks the individual.  

What, then, makes him not an individual, at least not fully? It is simply the 

location and site of these forces which he folds: though able to fold on a national and 

foreign policy level, he has no idea how to do this for himself. He can certainly see the 

utility of a European becoming-other, but he never begins to see anything similar at the 

level of the individual. When in the first chapter I wrote of the medieval period and the 

era of the Crusades as marked by excesses of loyalty to nation and religion, this is exactly 

what I meant. Doubt marks the political being of Christendom, as it realizes its own 

perilous situation and realizes that becoming-other is the solution; in a way, then, we 

could say that Christendom becomes individuated. This period has been discussed as the 
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time when Europe rose to self-consciousness of itself as a concrete political entity, and 

this is what I’m noting here in William’s narrative: large-scale geopolitical folding, but 

no folding of the individual. For that, perhaps, we would have to lie still and wait. 

From Europe to South Asia 

 So much for a literary history of the European sources and their relations to the 

fold. Following our examination of a series of travelogues, histories and chronicles, we 

have thus far noticed two types of non-folding: either no attempt at folding at all,  or a 

failure to fold fully though given the chance. Somewhere between the two lies the early 

history of the concept of Christendom: the fold occurs here along geopolitical lines, but 

no personal folding is present. Individuation is at the group level: that is, Christendom as 

a political entity rises to self-consciousness, though the singular people who belong to 

this political entity do not rise to individuated self-consciousness. Does the history of the 

nation have to be this way? Are there not other possible histories of folding, other 

possible things with which one can fold? At this juncture, we turn to South Asia to see 

some interesting examples where the fabric of selfhood bends in very different ways. As I 

said at the beginning of this chapter, however, I am not aiming for a comprehensive 

understanding of folding and its place in history: I simply do not have the answer to 

whether or not the nation-state must fold before the individual, or if  the distinct forms of 

folding we find in South Asia cannot lead to nation-states, etc. The questions, I hope, are 

provocative enough.  

 Searching for genres of biographical writing with which to connect Ban!ras"d!sa 

was, as stated earlier, far more difficult: there were no direct connections established. 
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Mukund Lath, in his introduction and study to Ban!ras"d!sa’s Ardhakath!naka  had no 

problem mentioning all sorts of literature in Sanskrit, but I hesitated to do this: this 

wasn’t assembling a literary history from the sources itself. The genres mentioned above 

are clearly linked to Della Valle’s text. Ban!ras"d!sa, on the other hand, does not make 

these connections himself; nor does his text suggest any such connections.  

Therefore, I am not presenting what follows as a literary history for 

Ban!ras"d!sa’s text: rather, these are distant counter-examples, instances of biographical 

literature from South Asia which serve not as a background to Ban!ras"d!sa, but rather a 

set of non-individuals standing beside him. The importance of the difference between 

these two spatial terms cannot be emphasized enough: for Della Valle, the other genres I 

examined are truly background – he builds himself up on top of them, over them, against 

them. For Ban!ras"d!sa these are the sideground (if such a word may be coined) – he 

builds himself up independent of them, yet they exist as well, allowing us to see all those 

things which he is not. Given that these texts are not in any way truly connected to 

Ban!ras"d!sa, I have been very concise in my treatment. 

Hagiographical Literature 

 In the same centuries and language as Ban!ras"d!sa’s text, we find a cluster of 

hagiographical compendia from different Vaishnava religious samprad!yas (sects). 

Written in a variety of languages (including Ban!ras"d!sa’s own Braj Bh!sha) these texts 

are strikingly diverse: too diverse, in fact, to be simply lumped under the term 

‘hagiography.’ Rather than cite directly from these texts, I have chosen to keep firmly at 

a distance from them, abstracting from them quite a bit to note overall patterns of social 



 

 

 60 

organization and addressing the importance of individuality in these texts. What I have in 

mind here are the hagiographies of Vallabh! and Caitanya; both bodies of literature are 

roughly contemporaneous with Ban!ras"d!sa and Della Valle.  

 As a form of historiography, they are unique: told from entirely partial 

perspectives, each sect’s hagiographical literature seeks to portray its own uniqueness and 

centrality to the religious life of South Asians. God resolutely exists in these texts, of 

course; moreover S/He acts as a fully historical agent – banishing members of competing 

sects, building religious communities, denigrating royal authority and more. Uniqueness 

and exclusivity are built into the narratives through God: in Vallabhite hagiographies, for 

example, God almost always appears as #rin!thaj", that sect’s own particular incarnation 

of Krishna; in Caitanyite hagiography, God manifests Himself through Caitanya, who is 

himself worshipped as an incarnation of Krishna.  

As a form of biographical literature, hagiography fractures into different 

directions: writing the life of a sectarian leader is accomplished very differently in the 

Caitanyite and Vallabhite traditions. In the Caitanyite tradition, the biography of Caitanya 

is told in linear, chronological order; in the Vallabhite tradition, however, Vallabh! 

appears and disappears over and over again, punctuating the texts at important times. 

There is a simple reason for this: the Caitanyite tradition’s hagiographical work always 

tells the life of Caitanya; the Vallabhite tradition’s work, however, tells the story of those 

who were initiated by Vallabh! – Vallabh! appears, therefore, when he is involved in the 

life of his followers. In both traditions, the narrative is immediately complemented by 

bits of exegesis which make whatever it is that has just occurred intelligible and 
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meaningful for the devotee. Both traditions’ texts swirl around and cluster around the 

sect’s leader: everything in these narratives leads to Him. As He (either Caitanya or 

Vallabh!) is always a deified figure and the embodiment of everything the sect stands for, 

this seems quite natural; I only wish to underscore this swirling effect as it relates to the 

concept of the individual. 

Yet are these sectarian leaders individuals? Are they individuated? Not at all; 

certainly not in any way that resembles modern, secular individuation. They cannot 

practice extensive self-critique, nor do they ever step outside to see themselves as others 

would: if they did, they wouldn’t be Gods. They are on display to us, as if they were 

objects. This display occurs in different ways. As stated above, the Caitanya tradition 

details Caitanya’s life in meticulously linear order: His life, then, is laid out for us piece 

by piece, in order, as if it were…I would say flat…but this is simply not the case. We will 

get to this in a moment. In the Vallabh! tradition, Vallabh!’s life is laid out bit by bit, in 

fragments: we see glimpses whenever he appears, and we fill in the gaps later on. 

Now we must fully appreciate the importance of the Divine in these texts: 

Caitanya and Vallabha are both simultaneously Krishna. In the Caitanya tradition, each of 

His followers is also simultaneously an incarnation of one of the original followers of 

Krishna. Furthermore, in that tradition, we – if we are to become followers – are to 

imitate one of these incarnations (which incarnation we correspond to is a complicated 

theological calculation to be determined). The Caitanya texts push this doubling much 

further than the Vallabha texts, but both exhibit this feature to some degree. 
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To push these concepts further, let us consider now only the Caitanya texts, as 

they present the fuller version of this doubling. Every single character in the entire 

Caitanya Caritamrta, the main text of this tradition, corresponds to someone from the 

original story of Krishna as found in the Bh!gavat Pur!na and a host of other pre-

Caitanya narratives. Every single one of us too has a correspondence. Many moments of 

Caitanya’s life include slippages into Krishna’s life: moments where He and Krishna 

enter into zones of indistinction, hallucinatory episodes when they become each other and 

more. These correspondences are not just abstract metaphysical realities: they are 

textually specified by an impressive barrage of cross-reference and nested citation of 

these other texts and other narratives of Krishna. 

Yet, everything is an object: there is hardly any interiority here. Caitanya’s life 

and actions are often said to be mysterious, but no attempt at an explanation is made: this 

does not constitute an interior space of mystery (this would imply that some attempt at 

explanation could be made, or that an explanation in fact exists) but rather a completely 

opaque exterior object (that is, no explanation exists, none can be made, and this is the 

point). We don’t see the hollowing and thickening of subjectivation here, but we see a 

different sort of hollowing (mystery) and thickening (multiplication and layer of one 

narrative here on Earth now with another eternal narrative of Krishna). 

I propose there is a folding – a purely objective folding. It too forms an ethics, it 

too forms a particular social organization, a practice of life, a politics, etc. These practices 

and ethical notions are ultra-meticulously laid out in texts such as R!pa Gosv"min’s 

Bhaktiras!mrtasindhu. Whether it is each of us, each of Caitanya’s followers, or 
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Caitanya Himself, there is a correspondence to another world: this is what I’m calling an 

objective fold. Furthermore, when the society formed by such a theology is mapped out, 

we all as a community fold with the community of Krishna: this determines our proper 

interpersonal relationships, our ethical experiences, our lifestyles, our daily rituals, eating 

habits, etc. This is why I hesitated to call such a text flat before: it is anything but flat, it 

is folded, but very differently. 

Much more research needs to be conducted in this direction, but I want to suggest 

that this may be a biopolitics, but one that goes in the entire opposite direction from 

everything Foucault and Deleuze spoke of: it is a completely non-individuated 

biopolitics. It is as if the fold were suddenly turned inside out: rather than folding outside 

with outside, we fold inside with inside. Our hidden yet ultimately True identity as a 

companion of Krishna (or Krishna Himself, in the case of Caitanya) comes about through 

this folding of our own interior with the interior of God. 

As I said, this is something I cannot find anywhere in European thought: the 

possibility that there may be a purely objective fold, with no subjective dimension 

whatsoever. In this theology, we empty ourselves by folding: we are no longer our selves, 

we no longer have selves – we become aspects of God. And yet, it leads to an extensively 

laid out social organization, a highly developed system of interpersonal relations and 

ethical life (including relations to animals, political institutions, etc.).  

What are we to make of such a folding? When Europe discovered the object, it 

did so in the form of history and mapped the object as a series of flat points across time: 

this much we saw in the definition of history from H!ródotos. In this South Asian case, 
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however, the object is mapped beyond time in a version of infinity; furthermore, we 

become-object and fold completely with these objects and find ourselves removed from 

our time and in eternity instead: this is the world of the l!l". I wonder if the existence of 

such a folding mechanism does not indicate the limit, the horizon of European thought, 

the horizon of modernity, yet at the same time, a completely viable form of organization 

and folding, a completely viable system of ethics and biopolitics.  

B!burn!mah and Partial Folding 

 We come back now to more familiar territory, back on Earth and firmly in the 

world of historic time. The founder of the Mughal Dynaisty, B!bur (1483-1530), wrote 

one of the earliest autobiographies in world literature, the B"burn"mah. In this story of a 

King without a kingdom, B!bur winds his way across Central Asia to India, where he 

establishes his dominion. Along the way, he fills his pages with all sorts of information, 

much of which bears an odd similarity with European travelogue: anthropological 

information, geographic information, descriptions of monuments, flora and fauna. As I 

said, this is a very bad connection with Ban!ras"d!sa’s text: Ban!ras"d!sa is not a king, 

does not travel as extensively as B!bur, and never anthropologizes or describes the 

outside world of objects. 

 But is B!bur an individual? This is a difficult question to answer, for the 

translation seems to have smoothed over the text far too well. I am undecided, and in 

what follows, I have purposely alternated between arguments for and against his 

individuation. 
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Against: Quantitatively, much more of the text seems to focus on the world of 

objects than on the subjectivity of the author; yet, the role of first person narration in this 

text is greater than in European travelogue. In the first instance, the ‘I’ records where it 

goes and when it speaks far more frequently: B!bur is more of a major character in his 

autobiography than (for example) Marco Polo in his travelogue. Yet there is very little 

interior monologue, very little explanation of B!bur’s states and very little reflexive 

attention paid to that ‘I.’ B!bur still seems mostly to be doing things to other people and 

the world around him: his actions still seem to be primarily object-oriented. Furthermore, 

as the people he confronts are largely his own retinue and army, he does not have the 

opportunity for an experience with otherness so intense that it would force a re-evaluation 

of the self.  

 For: The text is not entirely absent such re-evaluations, however. On February 

25
th

, 1527, B!bur renounces drinking and writes a lengthy poem wherein he speaks to 

himself, beginning the verse with the words “O Soul / how long will you taste of sin?”
10

 

The poem itself describes the effect of drinking on the soul and the need to cast off 

drinking in order to achieve a good, sinless heart. After the poem, he has all the wine in 

his stock poured out; furthermore, he constructs a well and a “charitable building” on the 

spot where he had the revelation to quit drinking.
11

 What’s more, he specifically reacts to 

the Qu’ranic injunction against drinking, saying “I actualized the inner calling for 
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repentance from wine.”
12

 Subsequent to this, he likens the wine-drinking implements 

(goblets, etc.) to “the idols, that, God willing, we will soon succeed in breaking.”
13

 

 In this example, B!bur has successfully and ethically folded: he understands the 

forces of the outside, seems himself from the outside as a sinner in light of those forces, 

folds with these forces and changes his behavior accordingly. Of course, for centuries, 

people behaved according to religious injunction, and changed their behavior to correct 

their sins. Those who were guilt-ridden yet wealthy often atoned by donating sums of 

money, funding large-scale charitable works, building churches and temples, etc. What 

B!bur does, then, is hardly unusual: it is his representation of his action that is unusual. 

The connections he draws in the above citation are striking: acts of completely public 

policy and war (the hope to break idols soon) and public works projects (the well and 

charitable building) are connected to a wholly personal sentiment and sequence of 

causation. The most ‘interior’ level we get here is the poem which he composes; the most 

exterior are his decrees of public acts; between the two we have the narrative of his 

folding. 

 Against: But there is an immense caveat to this and introduces a bit of information 

I have kept in hiding until now: the quotes above that relate how he internalized the 

Qu’ranic injunctions are not written by him. Those words are from a public decree that he 

has one of his men, Shaykh Zayn, draw up for him. What of the poem? Though written 

by B!bur, the very action of verse composition in this time period and literary context has 
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a strongly impersonal connection to it: one writes verses in specific genres; verses are not 

expressions of personal sentiment and what makes a good poet isn’t his/her complete 

novelty, but rather his/her use of tropes and established generic conventions in successful 

ways. In such a heavily conventionalized genre, the question of interiority can never be 

resolutely decided. 

 Synthesis: Did B!bur fold when he gave up wine? Did he represent his ethical 

decision in a way that represented that folding? As said earlier, I do not think this 

question can be resolutely answered with just this example alone. 

 We turn, then, to a few other bits of information from the text. When he describes 

India he excludes all ethnographic information from his description and instead maps 

only the flora, fauna, geography, political geography and current political history.
14

 He 

does not speak of himself in this at all; he says little of his own commentary and personal 

opinions on any of this. On November 27
th
, 1528, he writes a letter to his son Humayun, 

advising him concerning kingship (among other things). He writes: “In your letters you 

keep talking about being alone. Solitude is a flaw in kingship […] There is no bondage 

like the bondage of kingship. In kingship it is improper to seek solitude.”
15

 I believe we 

can read this bit of advice as against excessive interiorization for kings: kings should not 

seek to go into themselves, they should not seek solitude and reflection, they are in 

bondage to the public. 
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 Though I certainly have not decided on the issue – and probably cannot do so 

from Thackston’s altogether too smoothed-over translation – it does not seem as though 

B!bur fully folds. He isn’t like William of Rubruck in that he failed to fold; neither is he 

like the Crusaders and Marco Polo who simply remained flat.; nor does he partake of that 

unique construction of the objective fold. My answer, tentative and simple as it is, is tha 

B!bur is an example of a partial fold. The B!burn!mah, then, is less an individuated 

autobiography and more in the line of a personal narrative. In this connection, I submit 

that even if the wine incident can be read as a full folding, it is one of the few incidents in 

the text like this: he does not fully make a practice of individuation.  

 Standing somewhere in the middle between full flatness and complete folding, 

then, B!bur nonetheless represents the crossing of a certain threshold in writing: his is 

still one of the earliest autobiographies in world literature. If we believe – as I asserted in 

the first pages of this thesis -  that change in the 17
th

-century was rapidly accelerating, 

then the 16
th

-century (in which we find B!bur) would have been a slower time period. 

The individual came at the end of the 16
th

-century: both Ban!ras"d!sa and Della Valle 

were born in 1586. A few generations earlier, in B!bur’s time, then, the individual may 

have just been on its way, beginning to emerge. As the world accelerated, individuation 

accelerated and the fabric of selfhood began to fold in many more places and the folds 

began to run thicker and deeper. 

The Buddhist Tradition 

 Our last stop across this map of non-individuals takes us far, far back into 

antiquity, in the vicinity of the Greco-Roman times at which everything seemed to take 
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off at first, the first time the world folded: but we are now halfway across the world with 

the birth of the Buddha (around 560 BCE) and the narration thereof in one of the earliest 

biographies of the Buddha, A!vaghosha’s 1
st
-century CE Buddhacarita. Between His 

birth and biography lie the Greco-Roman centuries of folding. Why stop here? Though 

this too is a bad connection, I have included it for two reasons: first, as an absolutely 

fascinating and singularly uniquecase-study with regard to folding and individuation; 

second, as the Buddha’s biographies constitute one of the most important traditions of 

biographical writing in South Asia (though they be from a much earlier time). 

 The Buddha finds Himself through a fateful and misplaced encounter with death: 

the city is decorated for a royal procession and the Prince (not yet the Buddha) escorted 

through the sparkling city. The Gods, seeing this and knowing what fate must have, 

create a decrepit old man and place him in His path. Seeing him, the Prince realizes that 

all the pleasures he has enjoyed so far – the riches of the palace, the sensual world, 

materiality, etc. – are all fleeting. Now that he knows the contradiction between the 

inevitability of death and the quickly fleeting pointless pleasure of life, he orders his 

charioteer to turn back away from the park for which they were headed (Buddhacarita 68-

83).
16

 At the park, he has one more encounter with the world of pleasure (here these are 

embodied as women who court him), and rejects every advance. Afterward, he resolves 

to depart for the forests and asks permission from the King to do so, saying “I wish to 
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wander about, for the sake of release: for this man, separation has been fated 

(parivivraji!"mi mok!ahetor niyato hyasya janasya viprayogaH).
17

 

 In what follows, the Buddha rejects the world, pleasure, material goods and 

finally comes to understand that there is “no permanent center, no self, anywhere in the 

world.”
18

 Significantly, the words used consistently across this text contrast "tman (self) 

with svambh# (self-existent), with a subtlety that defies translation. $tman and the prefix 

svayam- both indicate ‘self’ in English; yet while atman points to the Self in the sense of 

that thing which we construct to have an identity, the svayam in svayambh# points in a 

completely different direction. This word, translated as ‘self,’ is not something we make 

in order to have an identity: it is the location of Being (-bh#);  svayambh# is something 

that exists in a self-sufficient way, it is completely in and of and for itself. The Buddha 

calls himself svayambh# but specifically destroys the Self (atman) and realizes that it 

does not exist.
19

 

 The Buddha’s relation to the Self and to subjectivation, then, is (at this stage) 

completely negative: he seeks to destroy the Self, and to end and thwart any process of 

subjectivation. There is much here, of course, that is familiar to anyone with even a 

cursory knowledge of Buddhism. Nietzsche understood it perhaps best of all. His concept 

of the ascetic ideal in the Genealogy of Morals, was sparked from an engagement with 

Buddhist texts. Clearly playing off the Buddha’s biography, Nietzsche says that the 

problem is “not suffering itself, but that there was no answer to the crying question, ‘why 
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do I suffer?’”
20

 From here, Nietzsche concludes that the ascetic ideal offers man meaning 

by embracing suffering as the object of desire, as the only object of desire. Yet,  in 

desiring suffering itself, we obtain salvation, for we have discovered “a will to 

nothingness, an aversion to life […] but it is and remains a will! […] man would rather 

will nothingness than not will.”
21

 These too are famous and familiar words, and rather 

like the Buddha’s.  

 Why mention them here? This is important in our history of the fold, for its 

relation to the fold of individuation is bizarre and complicated. It rejects subjectivation 

and is thus not entirely the life-affirming ethical process of folding; yet can we not say 

that instead of folding on the side of life, it folds with death? That instead of folding to 

construct an atman, it folds with death to efface (ni-vart-) the !tman and instead become 

svayambh": a very different form of ‘selfhood.’  

The Buddha did this, he had won out against death and suffering. Now he folded 

once again – and Nietzsche had no idea.  

The Buddha then finds the middle way, something between the ascetic ideal the 

excessive material pleasure of everyday life (Buddhacarita 418-419).
22

 This is what 

Nietzsche missed or willfully refused entry into his thoughts on Buddhism: the Buddha’s 

path did not end in liberation from the !tman. The ascetic ideal described only the 

trajectory of Buddha’s life right up to this moment of the middle way. From here, the 
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Buddha folded up again and found the ground for what was to become the Buddhist 

community and ethical tradition. 

 The above is, of course, an overly simplistic and completely cursory overview of 

quite a bit of Buddhist teaching: these concepts are far too complicated to be responsibly 

simplifying in this manner; I resolutely do not want to contribute to the study of 

Buddhism with the above paragraphs. Instead, I engage with these texts to help us think 

about individuation.  

The relevance to South Asia is very simple: such techniques of selfhood were 

available in South Asia in Ban!ras"d!sa and Della Valle’s time. Della Valle describes a 

plethora of ascetics and monks that are following such paths. Though those whom he 

describes were not Buddhists, this general trajectory of the self was a concept that 

continued to appear in Sufi, Jain and Hindu ascetic communities: Buddhist theology 

became synthesized into Brahmanical Hindu theology and Buddhism, famously, ‘left’ 

South Asia, thought it also left its imprint there forever. Ban!ras"d!sa’s Jain community 

would have been intimately familiar with these modes of becoming. 

What I want to take from this, then, is that there is another way of folding that 

was discovered in South Asia. Thematically speaking, this technique of selfhood sought 

to fly away from folds first, completely removing the fabric of selfhood entirely – a 

complete destruction of all materiality; from this empty immaterial ground (self-existence 

instead of the Self) it found a different place from which to construct an ethics and an 

entirely different idea of the self, with an emphasis on the absence of capitalization.  
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Nietzsche was wrong (or at least misunderstood Buddhism, perhaps willfully) 

when he suggested, in Beyond Good and Evil, that the extension of the ascetic ideal over 

society would lead to “disintegration and decay.”
23

 How could this ever have been the 

case when there were Buddhist societies all over Asia, all throughout time? He simply 

had not considered that one could find entirely different ways of becoming after an 

escape from all materiality. Was it becoming-subject? Was it becoming-object, as in the 

Caitanya sect’s theology? It was resolutely neither, as the Buddha found all subjects and 

objects to be transient and fleeting; what it was, perhaps, is a way that focused on pure 

becoming. When extended as the “fundamental principle of society,”  it too formed the 

ground for an ethical society to emerge, it too paved the path for an interrelated world of 

living. This was the history of Buddhism: and it too led to a type of biopolitics: for here 

too, one’s politics were putting one’s way of living into question and one had to seek for 

new, intensely social ways of living. 

Synthesis and Acceleration 

 We have rather quickly sped across time and over continents to give what has 

been an overview of the history of the self in various biographical literatures over Europe 

and South Asia. I tried my best to construct a literary history according to the sources 

themselves; though I had to accept a complete failure in the case of Ban!ras"d!sa’s 

literary history. Nonetheless, I picked the three bodies of text that I did because they 

presented fascinating versions of folding; furthermore they were certainly current in 
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Ban!ras"d!sa and Della Valle’s time: the Vaishnava objective folding and the Buddhist 

ascetic ideal (the absence of italics here indicates my departure from Nietzsche’s limited 

term) were available biopolitical modes of life in the 17
th

-century, while what B!bur did 

was the precursor to individuating. I hope these were good examples.  

 Let us revisit the above, be even faster, abstract further and simplify more: these 

are the risks we take in the name of producing adequate concepts. South Asia, famously, 

is supposed to have no history. If we continue to use the majoritarian definition of history 

this is true; but there is no value any longer to this majoritarian project. Creating truly 

global knowledge necessitates that we deterritorialize (Deleuze’s term) or pronvincialize 

(Chakrabarty’s term) these political and philosophical categories. We must, then, use 

‘history’ in a minor mode. A digression on history, for a moment… 

 If we are to use words like ‘history’ in minor modes, we have to redefine each of 

these categories with a sensitive appreciation to the relativity of their reference: history 

and its possibly utility must be kept together at all times. Thus, there are multiple 

histories, even for one community: there can be one mode of history aimed at 

understanding that community, but unusable to that community. An example: given that 

the Vallabha and Caitanya sects were in competition, the Vallabhite history of Caitanyite 

figures is hardly complementary or favorable to the Caitanya sect. The secular study of 

religion is another example: often, the results are completely unusable for the religious 

communities whom they historicize. These religious communities often have their own 

historiographical traditions instead. Of course, then, the Vaishnava hagiographical texts’ 

version of history looks nothing like secular modern history. Of course, God is involved. 
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Of course, we step outside of historical time and enter the eternity of the l!l". Yet it 

remains a form of historical information. Once we pluralize history, it ceases to be a 

‘Fact of Nobody’ and becomes something available to everybody…but these are 

digressions.  

To continue with the synthesis: South Asia seems to have had a plurality of 

biographical traditions; these constitute a plurality of historiographical traditions as well 

(for biography is simply the history of one person). These South Asian 

historiographical/biographical traditions are histories of themselves. As such, they present 

us with unique visions of the self/Self as well: objective folding (Vaishnava history), 

partial folding (B!bur), and a fold that occurs in an entirely different fabric (Buddhism). 

None of these are histories of the other; some are biographies of others, but made for the 

self (that is, the biographies of Vallabh!, Caitanya or Buddha is are by someone other 

than these religious leaders, but they are made exclusively for members of these 

traditions).  

Instead of saying South Asia has no history, let us be precise and concise: South 

Asia possesses no historiographical tradition of the Other: South Asians do not write a 

history of Europe; there is no South Asian tradition between antiquity and 1750 of 

traveling to Europe and writing a history/ethnology of Europe. South Asia possesses a 

plurality of histories and a plurality of subjective possibilities. 

European historiography, on the other hand, places a special emphasis on the 

history of the other: this is European travelogue and ethnography. The Crusader 

chronicles participate in both history of the self (though this is self-as-object) as well as 
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the other. Importantly, however, all of these historiographical traditions are pure object 

oriented; furthermore they do not fold with the objects: if they did, we would (for 

example) have a very bizarre phenomenon where society would be encouraged to 

mimetically map itself over al the lands and peoples contained in a text like Marco Polo. 

They keep things flat and lay out the history of the other. 

European travelogue constitutes just one tradition – an object-oriented history of 

the other – and only one orientation toward the self. This orientation is the complete 

absence of folding and subjectivation, though certain authors almost fold. What else 

could one expect from a history of objects? European travelogue contains no self-

fashioning to speak of, no subjects.  

What emerges, however, is a national folding, a geopolitical self: Europe as a 

Self. The Crusades achieve this and force self-consciousness to Christendom as a whole. 

This European identity leaves its imprint on all subsequent historiography; it is this that 

thwarts William of Rubruck’s personal individuation and folding. Importantly, it is this 

that aids in the persistence of the purely object-oriented task: Europe writes of the other; 

the other stays the other, there is a wall between the two. South Asia had no such national 

unity and no such self-consciousness as a geopolitical unit. It was this that allowed for 

such widespread experimentation with all sorts of different historiographical traditions 

and all sorts of different identities. 

As a side note, I pause to record that it is the purely object-oriented nature of 

European historiography that gave it the impression of being free of relativity. This was 

what allowed this definition of history to enjoy an imperial currency and become Major. 
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Yet it was pure illusion: histories are always told for certain reasons, and one need only 

read, for example, John Plano of Carpini’s 12
th

-century Historia Mongolorum to see that 

his purely object-oriented history has a relative task. 

Let us resummarize and synthesize and condense once again: Europe folds up 

geopolitically so fast  - by the 1200s – that it prevents (at least to some extent) 

experimentations in selfhood while making possible an extensive tradition of history of 

the other.  

South Asia does not fold up at all on a geopolitical level, not even by B!bur’s time 

in the 16
th

-century. Absent an overbearing national consciousness, South Asia therefore 

has many drastically different possibilities for the self, while (for the same reason) it 

lacks a history of the other (there is no geopolitical Other where there is no geographical 

Self).  

In the 1600s something cataclysmic occurs. 

Europe, still in its one unfolded subjective state, telling histories of the other, 

travels to the other’s land, to South Asia. Though this is not the first time it does so, it 

does so in this time period with an increasing frequency and duration. The early 

mercantile climate, with its rapidly increasing frequency of travel, alongside the absence 

of an established tradition of European history and ethnography of South Asia, 

deterritorializes the European in South Asia just a bit, shakes things up just a bit so that 

this European consciousness is momentarily unstable: these are not the Crusades with 

their macrostructural Us-vs.-Them mentality. This deterritorialization of Europe was 

underway by Marco Polo’s time, but at this time travel was not frequent enough to affect 
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European consciousness with enough force; the deterritorialization of Europe through 

mercantile travel to the East increased steadily and exponentially from Polo’s time to the 

17
th

-century. It continued to do so after, but here it crossed over another quantitative 

threshold and ceased to be travel and became colonialism, which stratified everything 

differently. The 17
th

-century is just in between these two times and thresholds: people 

were still traveling, not yet colonizing – they were still learning about the other, they did 

not finished compiling that knowledge; European consciousness had shaken up just a bit, 

but had not resettled and restratified into the Colonial European consciousness. 

So Europe finds itself in South Asia and its variously contorted folds; in this 

movement, Europe historicizes South Asia. At this point, European consciousness is open 

and destabilized: its unfolded subjective state is open to change, but has not yet found 

what to change into…  

European travelers in the 17
th

-century, embodiments of these open and roaming 

subjective states, run up into South Asia, where there is widespread experimentation and 

all sorts of different subjective states. Europeans try to understand them.  

What happens? 
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Chapter 3: 1586 CE – 1641 CE – The Clamor of Individuation 

Perhaps merely by coincidence, both Pietro Della Valle and Ban!ras"d!sa were 

born in the same year: 1586. What’s more, their zodiac signs – Aries and Aquarius, 

respectively – both teem with marks of individuality and independence. Ban!ras"d!sa 

records his moment of birth in great detail including a rather complete horoscope; Della 

Valle simply seems to be the sort of lover of exotica who would have been interested in 

such matters. Furthermore, Della Valle’s sign – Aries – is said to be fond of travel, while 

Ban!ras"d!sa’s Aquarius signals solitude and a life of deep self-reflection: is it just 

coincidence that these are the two tactics taken up by our two individuals? Perhaps both 

of them would have said that their individuation had nothing to do with macro-historical 

structures of thought, economics, identity and belonging and their situation within literary 

genres. Perhaps for them, it would have just come down to a few elegant and decisive 

movements in the heavens above. Though today we cannot be so faithful in the 

explanative force of astrology, I pause to record the importance of such explanations: as 

Dipesh Chakrabarty reminds us, secular historiography is a limited good.
1
 

The Almost-Colonial Aspects of Della Valle’s Individuation 

How does Della Valle become an individual, and what practices does he use to 

reveal this becoming-individual? Let us recall William of Rubruck for a moment here, 

and his failed attempt at individuation; where William fails, Della Valle succeeds. The 

two have a few themes in common: involvement with others through debate and 

substantial dialogic interaction, and the use of oneself within a discourse as a reference 
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point. However, there is another significant theme here: the conscious attempt to mold 

oneself in the example of another. This is hardly unique to Della Valle – Telemachus was 

already trying to be like Odysseus, the Desert Fathers were already trying to be like 

Christ, William of Rubruck and all other Franciscans were already trying to be like St. 

Francis of Assisi. However, what is different here is its recording as a personal process 

and its procession over and through an ethnographic discourse concerning South Asia 

That is: Della Valle becomes individual by learning about others and understanding 

himself as different from those others; furthermore, there are racial overtones to this that 

shed important light on the importance of race in the immediately pre-colonial context.. 

In this connection, there is a particular (proto/pre-nationalist) concatenation of group 

identity and the self here, as this is an example of an Italian journeying out and 

referencing himself as various figures of the Italian/Roman national past (Aeneas, 

Hercules, Vergil, Strabo, etc.).  

Importantly, given the odd time period of this text – immediately before the 

colonial moment – we can sometimes read the same event of individuation as either 

leading up to colonialism, or pointing away from it. I have done both in what follows; 

nevertheless, in both cases, the subject individuates. 

 The first technique Della Valle uses is the dialogic interaction with others from a 

situated standpoint that acknowledges one’s own role in the events occurring around 

oneself. For this analysis, we will be brief and cursory and look over the wide arc of the 

narrative.  
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While in Iran, Della Valle alternates anthropological description of others with a 

focus on himself. The movement traced is as follows: from an ethnographic account of 

Zoroastrian religion to his own health and present situation; then back to an 

anthropological description of Persian food and from there to his reaction to this food and 

a comparative assessment thereof (“I did not suffer this when I had my poor 

Lorenzo…”); from here to his letters and recent communications; then from a list of what 

he has purchased to an ethnographic account of the situation of those objects within the 

Persian context; then a supply list; then a statement that he will soon meet the King, and 

from there an assessment of why he wants to do so (from a personal perspective), and 

from there finally to a statement about his wife.
2
 

As I stated above, I won’t quote things much here. What’s important about all 

this? Well, when he makes these movements, note that they are all from the external 

world to himself, and then back out to the external world. My non-individualized authors 

have no such instances. He uses the first person pronoun with clear statements of 

personal intention which show how he arrives at his conclusions: “So I am going to this 

great King with the intention of staying some time at his court; and the reasons which 

impel me to do this are two.”
3
   

It is no accident that his reason (wanting to fight Turks) is something he cannot do 

in Europe because Europe is not currently at war with Turks. This is an example of how 

the individual subject is created when an individual human recognizes her/his situation 
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within a discourse (anti-Turk European sentiment) and within a specific material context 

(not being in Europe, but being in a place that will be fighting the Turks). This is 

reflection and folding: in this case, Della Valle folds along political lines. His European 

Christian wish to fight against the Turks folds with his personal reasons for seeing the 

King: the politics of European nationalism becomes his own personal politics. William of 

Rubruck also had a European nationalist political agenda, but his were not personal: he 

was deployed on a mission and attempted to carry it out. Della Valle, on the other hand, 

is not only not on a mission, but – and this is most important – Europe is not at war with 

Turkey; his wish to partake of such battle is purely an internal, personal desire that has 

folded with the general desires of Europe. 

Let us examine another narrative arc: his movement from a list of foods to his 

personal sentiments concerning them: he does the exact same thing. He goes from a 

recognition of the material situation (no vegetables, no “thousand other appetizing 

things”), to a recognition of the reasons for that situation (I’m in Persia, where they don’t 

eat this), to a recognition of his own situatedness in a pre-existing European discourse 

(here it is the absence of this discourse in embodied form – no more “poor Lorenzo”), 

and then finally to a conclusion about his own personal sentiments (“I am going along 

happily all the same”).
4
  

This is the abstract process of the connections that must be traced in order to 

produce individual subjects. There is a dialogic interaction with others and the world 

around him, a recognition of himself in another discourse, and at the intersection of all of 
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this, an individual subject is produced as residuum. In this case, the folds of reflection lie 

along the lines of geography and eating habits: he recognizes himself as Italian by 

reflecting on his difference from the Persians with regard to eating habits. 

When in India, Della Valle attempts to convince Jaccama to not immolate herself 

as a sat!. He dialogically connects to the world around him (in two ways: the first is 

ethnographic and describes sat!, the second is personal and involves actually talking to 

Jaccama); he shows his train of thought of why he cannot agree; and at this intersection 

we find the individual subject emerging as a residuum (Della Valle as European in India 

who can ethnographically report the Indian perspective but not agree and attempt to use 

his own discourse to convince them otherwise). We will revisit this example in detail.
5
 

Last example: his interaction with the King and Queen of Onor, in South India. 

Once again, the same movement: dialogic interaction with others (an acute reading of the 

cultural practices such as bowing, etc. involved); a recognition of one’s own situatedness 

(‘I am a Roman but not a Rumi’); showing how one arrives at one’s own conclusions 

(why did I cover my head in front of the Queen?); and coming to conclusions that 

negotiate one’s position vis-à-vis one’s situation amongst others that neither offends 

oneself nor the others with which one is interacting (“I answered, pointing upwards, ‘the 

God of Heaven, Creator of the Universe’”).
6
 Doubtless, many more examples could be 

found. 

As said, there are certain broad similarities with what William of Rubruck does: 

there’s the dialogic interaction with others, the recognition of one’s situatedness, the 
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reflexivity, showing how one arrives at one’s conclusions, and a clear strategic choice 

made that one might not otherwise have made. There is, however, a significant inflection 

on this last item. Della Valle’s strategy involves not offending the others around him, 

while William (as seen in his debate) goes ahead and offends others, with the result that 

the Khan kicks him out. In both situations, there is an attempt at individuation. As said 

above, Della Valle succeeds in this individuation for he reflects on his situation; William, 

on the other hand, simply never gets it.  

Underscoring the main points again: the subject is produced when there is a 

specific concatenation of variables involving a dialogic interaction with others, a 

recognition of situatedness, a representation of oneself to oneself and other selves, and a 

strategic negotiation of all of this to produce a type of behavior that generates a subject as 

residuum. As we have seen, this alters the subject over time. Della Valle exhibits another 

change: he can no longer recognize himself as Italian.
7
 When he sees himself he sees his 

tanned skin and notices that he is darker than he was before, which was already quite 

dark. But the Indians have given him the recognition of his whiteness: he is white, he is 

God, he is the ultimate white hero, a Hercules dominating over the black natives. His 

travels produce the subject that he has so desirously wanted to be all along: an Italian 

hero, a white demigod, a precursor of an emergent European colonial superiority and 

domination. And this domination is (what else would it be?) given to him by the dark 

natives themselves, in the ultimate confirmation of his cultural fantasy. This subject is 

produced through repeated interaction with Indians who confirm and praise his 
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whiteness; it is produced through repeated habits of representation of oneself to oneself 

as European hero; it is produced through an interaction with others that is firmly situated 

as white European interacting with black others; it is also the production of an individual 

as clearly marked traveler-subject; it is the residuum of this individualization process that 

I have repeatedly outlined above; and finally, it is represented in the text, and produces 

clear effects on the text that can be traced (quantitatively if one wishes) through the 

position of the first person pronoun and several other narratological variables. 

Della Valle Revisited: Pointing Away from Colonialism 

If the above is a glimpse at Della Valle’s individuation through the overall 

trajectory of narrative, ignoring the details, let us look again and be more in-depth. In 

what follows, I will revisit some of these same examples and pursue the minutiae of 

individuation. Furthermore, as stated above, moments of this text can either be read in a 

pre-colonial or completely non-colonial light. In the above analysis, I have taken the first 

of these two options; in what follows, I will go the other way, with the same examples. 

This is an odd choice, perhaps, but it represents the schizoid alteration between 

subjugation and subjection in the psyche that Butler reminded us of; furthermore, such a 

schizoid alteration is one of the reasons that the 17
th

-century resonates with our own 

times. 

 Della Valle finds himself through active engagement with Others, in capitals – 

complete foreigners. Much of his reflexivity, then, answers the question ‘What should I 

do around these foreigners?’ alongside its attendant questions of what he may have done 

otherwise in other situations. This is the distancing effect of reflexivity referred to earlier.  
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 Another important aspect of this distancing is the often overlooked obvious: the 

writing is done after all this has happened. The very fact that some of these mundane 

activities are even mentioned, then, is itself significant as a recording of selfhood. 

 May 1618: Della Valle goes to visit Shah Abbas of Iran. Faced with a meticulous 

culture of dining etiquette, Della Valle records every particularity: gold colored imported 

Indian linen and silk handkerchiefs instead of napkins, the ‘sweet-smelling’ wood used in 

the manufacture of the soup ladles and of course, the wine. The Persians drink much 

more: even their carafe’s are five-six times larger than Italian ones. Being hospitable, 

they offer Della Valle the first drink. Unwilling to be the first one drunk, he declines, 

claiming that he doesn’t drink wine. Unfortunately for him, the Muslims know that 

they’re the ones that are not supposed to be drinking. So they guilt-trip him into drinking 

with them. His solution? Small sips. All this goes on and eventually he goes from drunk 

to sober all day long, ending with a private meeting with Shah Abbas, where he notes that 

the Shah prefers his private audience to be drunk in order to extract more information 

from them. Della Valle paces himself extremely well here, and remains sober throughout. 

 In what must be either the last few days of February, or the first few days of 

March 1623: Della Valle goes to Surat and writes a lengthy description of the ‘gentiles,’ 

or Hindus. Embedded in this description is the standard narrative of sat!, the burning of 

widows. Of course, he speaks of the role of the widow’s will in this, saying that this is 

often done against the woman’s will. In these cases, she is forced into the fire and 

physically restrained by men. But sat! does not come up again until November 16
th
, 1623. 

Now in Ikkeri, visiting King Venkatappa’s court out of curiosity, Della Valle encounters 
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a woman named Jaccama. He goes to the “woman’s house in order to see this spectacle,” 

and sees that she is completely composed, “laughing in conversation, as a bride would do 

in our countries.”
 8
 He tells her, through the interpreter, that he wants to see this so that he 

can tell everyone back home about it. She tells him that her husband, who died 19 days 

earlier, had two other wives as well, neither of whom were going to be sat!s for they did 

not desire it. Now he realizes that sat! can be optional. He attempts to persuade her 

otherwise, saying: “I told her that she should stay alive and not abandon [her children] at 

that age.”
9
 She tells him not to worry, and that the kids will be taken care of by the 

extended family. He then speaks of her admiringly: “a countenance not only intrepid and 

constant but also joyful […] she had not the least fear of death […] neither force nor 

persuasion was used against Jaccama; she did it of her own free will, in which 

magnanimous deed (as surely it was) both her own family and she herself much gloried, 

as being of great honor.”
10

 They chat, and she tells him she’s glad he’s come, so that she 

can spread her story. She asks for a gift (apparently part of the sat! custom), and 

specifically asks him to giver her some fuel for the fire; he says “I would give her 

something, not for wood and fire in which to burn herself, for her death much displeased 

me” and writes her a sonnet instead. Unfortunately that sonnet isn’t in my text.  

 So what? These examples are very different – the first example regarding wine is 

fairly mundane and rather trivial, and the second is literally a serious issue of life and 

death. What I find so amazing in both examples is his acute sensitivity to the culture of 
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others and his completely conscious decision to weave himself into that culture, while 

also preserving his own identity and culture. This preserves the other as other, and the 

self as self, but allows for a dialogue and exchange of ethics, values and information 

between both. It respects the boundaries that are there, but tries to work across them 

without needing to tear them down and impose one’s own rules. This is what I find 

strikingly reflexive and modern.  

In the wine example, he understands the cultural code of drinking, realizes he 

doesn’t want to drink that much, and finds a way in which it is acceptable to both parties: 

small sips, pass every third or fourth cup to sober up. The Persians stop making fun of 

him, and he remains sober enough for his own comfort zone and is able to have an 

audience with Shah Abbas that pleases both parties. In the sat! example, we see the same 

structure: he records the cultural code in March 1623, but revises this to include the 

possibility of feminine agency in November 1623 when he sees this in front of his eyes. 

He preserves the other as other by allowing the sat! to happen and actually allowing the 

woman in question to speak and be heard quite well. He gives her justification a full page 

or two and doesn’t even really condemn it. The worst thing he says is that he disapproves 

and tries to convince her otherwise, but that’s it. He doesn’t go on a lengthy tirade against 

Hindu backwardness, he doesn’t try to show them a better way or anything mildly 

‘colonialist’ like that: he just accepts their culture, says he disagrees, and finds a way to 

fit in. This is where the gift-exchange is so extremely significant: asked for a gift whose 

giving would cross his moral boundaries, he finds one that is acceptable to both parties. 

To that famous question of ‘can the subaltern speak?’ I’d say that in this example, she 
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just did. Spivak had concluded that she could speak but not be heard, but here, Jaccama 

spoke and was heard completely on her own terms. 

I have more examples like this, but I’ll stop here. What he does, in both of these 

examples, and the ones I’ve cut out, then is practice a way of understanding the other on 

her/his own terms; embedded in that practice is the reflexive practice of understanding 

the self as not part of that other, and being completely ok with it: no condemnation, no 

forced conversion, just pure negotiation. And for the most part, it’s a win-win situation. 

If self-fashioning is a process, then of course, we’ve got to look at the result. So 

what happens at the end? December 5
th

, 1623: he visits the King and Queen of Ulala, and 

they give him a meal. Unable and unwilling to eat with his hands, he tells the King that 

he’ll just taste a little bit to show his gratitude; the King insists that he eat up, and has a 

servant bring him his own fork, spoon and napkin. As he eats:  

The King and all the others admired these exquisite and, to them, unusual ways, 

crying out among themselves with great wonder: ‘Deuru, Deuru,’ meaning, in 

other words, that I was ‘a great man,’ ‘a god’ as they put it.  

All the while the King would speak often with his servants, and always in 

praise of me and my discreet way of speaking, and above all my white 

complexion, which they much admired, although in Italy I have never been 

counted one of the fair, and after so many travels and so many sufferings of mind 

and body, I am so altered that I cannot recognize myself as Italian anymore. [The 
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King praises his whiteness and calles him deuru.] [S]o I took myself to be 

Hercules, staying in the country of Evander.
11

 

Yet another example of the mundane practice of negotiation: he realizes he can’t eat as 

they do, refrains from publicly condemning their practices (though he personally thinks it 

is filthy), and both parties find a solution acceptable to them. From here, it quickly 

becomes a full-on theatre of race, as the Indians praise him for his whiteness. If his self-

fashioning has been about negotiation and becoming acceptable to both parties all along, 

then this is it: they accept him and love him for his whiteness, and he loves and accepts 

himself for being able to make that negotiation, and for being just white enough, yet not 

completely white. He occupies a middle zone in cultural understanding, and imagines 

himself as a successful cultural Hercules.  

Ban!ras"d!sa’s Secular Religion 

 So at last, we come to Ban!ras"d!sa and his oddly unique, sui generis Braj Bh!sha 

autobiographical poem, written in third person. Ban!ras"d!sa comes to selfhood from the 

other angle: rather than finding himself through active engagement with cultural others, 

he dives into himself. Critiquing and constantly re-evaluating himself, Ban!ras"d!sa 

constantly strives to fashion himself into various molds. This is, pretty much, a very 

clear-cut and classic example of self-fashioning, one that could easily be torn from the 

pages of Foucault or Greenblatt, with the essential difference that the practices and life in 

question are completely mundane. 
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To examine his life, I’ve chosen to give a synoptic overview of his multiple life 

crises and religious conversions. What I hope to highlight is the secular attitude toward 

religion he practices: an acute consciousness toward the relativity of religious, ethical and 

moral frameworks. Here, the distancing effect of reflexivity produces selfhood through 

this continual switching of frameworks and relentless self-criticism.  

In 1603, a mendicant monk comes to Ban!ras"d!sa and instructs him that if he 

prays every day while sitting on the toilet, he will, at the end of a year, find some money. 

He falls for it, but of course finds no money.
12

 He realizes his mistake, but doesn’t quite 

get it, for he falls for a similar trick right after: another holy man gives him an image of 

Shiva and tells him to worship it each day to attain salvation and protection. Though 

outwardly Jain, he continues with the Shiva worship in secret. He even goes on a Jain 

pilgrimage in this time.
13

 When Akbar dies, a full six years later, Ban!ras"d!sa falls down 

from the shock of the news and gets a head wound.
14

 After he has healed, he realizes that 

Shiva did not protect him in this instance, and that all these superstitions –  including his 

previous latrine-meditations – are completely false. He knows that falsehood is bad, and 

realizes that he has spent the last few years both believing in and spreading falsehood. 

Enraged and disgusted by his own idiocy, he throws all of what he had written in all those 

years into the river.
15

 He goes back to Jainism, and flits in and out of various religions 

and falsehoods in this fashion for quite a while.  
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Of course, this constant critique could only have gone one way: by the end, he’s 

discovered that all religion is falsehood. (I should say here that this takes us from verse 

209 to 599 – essentially his whole life). Now completely anti-ritual and anti-convention, 

there’s only one obvious answer: run around naked in temples and steal the foods and 

sweets (pras!d) offered to the Gods. That’s his low point.
16

 

 He continues writing poetry, and notes that the ethical bent of his poetry now 

centers on moral relativism. Fortuitously, he meets a pandit well versed in such 

philosophy, and his entire life’s crisis is basically resolved. Detailing what he learned 

from these philosophies, he says that the Jain text Gommatas!r “Describes and explains 

in multiple ways both internal rules/regulations and external behaviour/action. 

Everyone’s story is told in every possible way: hearing it, no trace of doubt remains.”
17

  

 That is where I’d like to pause in my summary and underscore what I take to be 

the main points of all this. Ban!ras"d!sa is fashioning a secular ethic. He doesn’t start 

there, but he definitely ends there. As he takes up religious practice after religious 

practice, his life changes each time: he lives the religions biopolitically. He changes his 

diet, his lifestyle, his values, his methods of dealing with others, his ethics, etc.: in short, 

he changes the way he lives. He makes his own life the locus of his religious conversions. 

And ultimately, he comes to the nihilistic crisis of knowing that all of these frameworks 

are inadequate and, on some level, false. After a brief period of biopolitical anarchism, he 

comes to a strikingly modern answer: moral relativism. This isn’t, obviously, the 

conclusion that one cannot judge the morals of another, but that each moral, each ethical 
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value, is part and parcel of a particular system of evaluation. Taken outside of the frame 

of reference, ethical values can be completely valueless. He speaks of the gunasth!nas, or 

the essential characteristics embodied by a person’s life, as being transient: one’s soul 

moves through several such stages, with the values fitting (or not fitting) the particularity 

of one’s present position. 

 Modernity and even a certain secular space are everywhere: today, we might say 

that he discovered the notion of embodied and situated knowledge, the particularity of 

each ethical system, and that (although there is no point outside of systems), one’s 

awareness of one’s situatedness within a system and one’s drift from one system to 

another allows one to compare these different systems. And through all of this, he lives 

his knowledge of the relativity of ethics: he folds with each system completely and 

changes his entire life to go along with them. And in the end, he’s arrived at a rather 

secular outlook: after having the revelation of relativity, he is free to pick and choose and 

construct his own ethical system and set up a system of valuation to constantly critique 

his own system. 

 It is now 1640. He finally has the answer in an ethical relativism. He concludes 

with a table of his good and bad qualities.
18

 The good includes everything from having 

forbearance and stability in morals to knowledge of Sanskrit and Prakrit; the bad includes 

everything from dancing when by himself to not practicing any rituals. This is the pain of 

being secularly religious: he can’t practice ritual any longer, knowing it to be false and 

hopelessly relativistic, yet knows that this is frowned upon in the religious frame of 

                                                
18

 Ibid., 271-77. 



 

 94 

reference. Caught between frames of reference, Ban!ras"d!sa’s life practice, however, 

sides with the secular: even if its listed in the ‘bad’ qualities, he still isn’t fixing it – he 

insists on not practicing ritual. And so? I insist on his secularism. 

 At the very end, Ban!ras"d!sa expresses a similar sentiment to Della Valle: he 

finds himself in the middle. He concludes that he is neither among the most praiseworthy 

men (those who praise others but only criticize themselves), nor among the most 

blameworthy (those who criticize others and only praise themselves); he is in the middle 

category (those who praise and criticize, fairly, both themselves and others). And this is 

what he has strived to be all along: a fair and well-balanced person able to compare 

multiple ethical frames of reference, both the ones he finds in himself and those he finds 

inhabited by others. 

 Where are Ban!ras"d!sa’s folds? In short, they are everywhere: Ban!ras"d!sa is, 

like the textbook Foucauldian subject, one who is already folded over; so folded over, in 

fact, that the recording we get barely shows the process. Yet there are certain instances 

where folding comes to the surface. Revisiting the narration of Akbar’s death, outlined 

above, we can see where different threads of narrative come together and become one. 

Here, there are three threads: a political event (Akbar’s death), a personal event (the head 

wound), and an ongoing personal crises concerning religion. All three fold together in the 

moment where Ban!ras"d!sa realizes that God did not help him when he fell down due to 

the shock from the news of Akbar’s death. This is what makes the revelation so striking, 

and what perpetuates the religious crisis: the pure shock of the fold. It is perhaps the only 
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instance in the text where one can literally see the folding happening, but it is an 

extremely important one. 

 Here, Ban!ras"d!sa folds the political with the religious and personal: this makes 

all of these things personal, this individuates the political and religious. What strange 

concatenations of religion and politics are these, where one interprets one’s head wound 

as a result of a tension between politics and religion? Such an interpretation is so 

individuated that perhaps no one else but Ban!ras"d!sa can truly understand why it is that 

he would make such a bizarre connection. Yet, as anyone living in our century knows, 

religious doubt often strikes at the most awkward moments. Furthermore, as anyone 

living in our century knows, biopolitics creates very strange concatenations of politics 

and life: today, for example, we encounter politics when we go to purchase food from 

grocery stores. For Ban!ras"d!sa, politics and religion together created the head wound – 

as odd as that sounds to us. Yet it is in this very strangeness, this moment where we feel 

like we have no idea what Ban!ras"d!sa is talking about, that we get a glimpse of his 

puzzling individuality. 

 Other folds in Ban!ras"d!sa are more conventional and make more sense to us. 

These are the folds of the religious crisis mentioned above. When he makes a list of his 

good and bad qualities, when he insists that his life is characterized by self-contained 

phases (wherein the values and ethics of one phase cannot be read into those of another 

phase), he folds periods of his own life into themselves. Here, he individuates little pieces 

and eras of his own life: he folds the forces of his own life into themselves. The forces of 
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the outside here are the forces of the inside: it is his own life that he sees from the 

perspective of another. 

Textual Formatting and its Imprint on the Self 

 Why and how are the selves in Ban!ras"d!sa and Della Valle similarly modern, 

yet completely distinct. We’ve already seen that while Della Valle uses others to create 

himself, Ban!ras"d!sa is much more self-reliant. I find both to be modern in that both 

take life itself as the locus of an active engagement with ethics and politics, and both 

realize the particularity of ethical systems and find ways to deal with this particularity. 

The negotiations they make are adequate to their own particular problems: for 

Ban!ras"d!sa this involves dramatic life crises and false prayers in the bathroom, while 

for Della Valle this involves finding a way to stay sober and being able to hold dialogue 

with those who practice things he personally cannot endorse at all. The particularity and 

localization of all this is something I want to stress as a hallmark of modernity. 

 If this is the how, then what explains the why? I think a partial answer can be 

found by folding the map of the selves that we have here with the format of the text. That 

is: how does the way in which selfhood is related through words condition the 

possibilities of selfhood that achieve expression? In what follows, I will examine the 

strictly literary qualities of the text, going over certain features over and over again in 

different lights. 

 Ban!ras"d!sa’s text, more clearly than Della Valle’s, presents the practice of 

selfhood. His tale, from its title on, is pure autobiography. It isn’t trying to describe 

anyone else but him. When it relates the stories of others – as in the case of the narrative 
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of his grandparents – it is only to assemble a genealogy of how he came to be. Della 

Valle talks about others all the time, and so the self isn’t as insistent and omnipresent in 

the text. So both are self-reflexive, but different reading techniques must be employed to 

see this in the authors: for Della Valle one must read across hundreds of pages, while for 

Ban!ras"d!sa one need only look at any 10 sequential verses to examine these moments. 

 The formatting of the text influences this significant. By breaking narrative flow 

into discrete and short chunks of verse, Ban!ras"d!sa already has to break up his self-

constitution into bits. The opportunities to insert short self-critical couplets, even after the 

fact, are many. Ban!ras"d!sa does not divide his text into chapters or anything and only 

marks time by using couplets that state “And now it was the Samvat XXXX, Season Y.” 

This is, again, unobtrusive and lets the autobiography fracture where it will and form its 

own lines. 

 Della Valle’s is quite different. As he chooses to write letters about events, with 

each letter detailing one complete trip to one specific place (Goa, Onor, Surat, etc.), he 

can’t just break the narrative flow wherever he wishes to talk about himself. It just isn’t a 

matter of inserting a couplet or two here and there. Given the pre-planned overlay of time 

and place, the narrative has pre-planned breaks already. Furthermore, the text isn’t a pure 

autobiography – it equally aims to describe India, Persia and Turkey. Summarily 

comparing his description/ethnography with that of other travelers, particularly others 

who are not individuated (such as Marco Polo), the description is much thicker, much 

more novelistic, and contains much more surplus information. Commissioned 

ethnographies/travelogues like that and John Plano of Carpini (a 13
th

 century missionary 
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to the Mongols) write only what they must. John Plano’s task was to describe Mongol 

society and religion, and he did just that. The text is cold and dry, terse and descriptive. 

Della Valle’s, by contrast, takes off in a thousand different directions, betraying no one 

overall task or project. 

 So all of this combines to make for a very different looking self. But I stress that 

both selves are categorically and pragmatically modern; they look different and must for 

they are found in different writing styles. In Della Valle’s long, smoother style, the self is 

a diffuse creature which we don’t always notice; the rest of the time, the story is about 

others. In Ban!ras"d!sa’s punctuated verses, the self comes up over and over again; the 

story is always related back to him. Of course, there’s a huge difference in length 

between the two: Della Valle’s Viaggi is several hundred pages longer than 

Ban!ras"d!sa’s Ardhakath!naka. 

Furthermore, in the Ardhakath!naka, allegory surfaces on two levels – the first is 

combined with the intention/aim of the text: he neither writes to promote himself, nor to 

provide ethnographic information and historicize. This is tricky: it does give a ‘history’ of 

the author, but the aim isn’t at historicity – unlike the historical texts examined in Chapter 

2, it doesn’t try to create an account of an event, creating in the text a sort of closure 

around the event, a sense of stability. It doesn’t answer the question “What happened, 

why, and how?” The focus is on relating the life of the author to the reader, and of 

course, to the life of the reader. So there is at once allegory and analogy here. In fact, we 

may create an awkward term for his genre: autoallegory. Though awkward, it gets at the 

main point: autos=self + allos=other + <agoreuo=to speak publicly.  
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If allegory is publicly relating something using language that you otherwise 

would not use; to speak publicly through alternate means. To write an allegory is to 

create a public image of something that acknowledges that the thing itself and the writing 

of the thing are two different things; the intention comes in at the site of this difference: 

the difference between the thing itself and its allegory are what form the articulation-

points of the allegory (ie. the parts of an allegory that are allegorical, that stand for 

something else). Yet, the literal is also there at the same time, so the allegory creates a 

double narrative: the literal and the allegorical.  

The addition of auto- to this means that one is publicly speaking about oneself in 

order to show something other than oneself. This is what I mean by the intention is not 

historicity. History narrates the event, allegory traces a figure. A figure has multiple 

contours, multiple possibilities – a figure/figuration is an image-map of what can be, a 

blueprint. What concerns me most here is that this idea that one writes oneself in order to 

show something actually quite different, something other than oneself creates this sort of 

disconnect between oneself and one’s writing. Literally, one writes about oneself; but 

simultaneously one figuratively writes of ethics, morals, religion, etc. Importantly, one 

makes the figure from the literal text. The self is something that exists in this disconnect, 

as this disconnect (just as allegory exists in the disconnect, as the disconnect between the 

literal and the figurative).  

Autobiography is the writing of the self, the spacing and timing of oneself into a 

text, translating one’s being into a written work. This stresses the role of narrating 

(spacing and timing) something that is part event and part non-event. Autoallegory 
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subsumes and presupposes the autobiography: one must space/time one’s bios out (create 

both a history of oneself, and an account of one’s particular life force, or spirit: narration 

and characterization). As one does this, one also makes of this autobiography an 

autoallegory, articulating this life as a figuration. So from this, we can say that the 

autoallegory will take these different aspects of the bios and distribute them on the 

allegorical levels. This requires: (a.) making the events in one’s life mean something else; 

(b.) making the spirit, or meaning, or ‘character’ of that event mean something else. So 

each allegorizing moment (moments of saying what this demonstrates about things in 

general) will do this and make the events of that narration (say, the death of a baby) mean 

something, and also make the spirit of that event (sadness, calamity, etc.) mean 

something, and then also make the general spacing/timing of this (the connectedness of 

that event to himself) mean something (this is the moral, this is what he learned). This is 

one way, perhaps the most important abstract idea/principle behind why Ban!ras"d!sa is 

an individual.  

Della Valle, by contrast, creates his individuality by writing his text as a series of 

letters about him to a friend, as a chronicle and semi-history (I mean by this that 

historicity is there, even though the text is not written in this genre of history). The 

situation of writing is important here. Della Valle constantly writes episodes – the text is 

fragmented into episodic letters, so he repeatedly says things like “let me tell you 

happened this one time, my friend” and when he’s done telling you what happened that 

one time, he calls attention to the scene of writing (the letter) and says something about 
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his health, his mental health, asks how his friend is doing, etc. Ban!ras"d!sa doesn’t do 

but uses a different version of the fold. 

Lastly, it is important to note that both use different distancing techniques to help 

themselves visualize themselves from the perspective of the Other. Ban!ras"d!sa writes in 

the third-person throughout, a subtlety that Mukund Lath’s translation leaves out by 

replacing the entire narrative with the first-person. By using third-person narration 

throughout the text, Ban!ras"d!sa effectively creates the text as the very mirror of folding 

and reflection. Della Valle distances himself from himself by constantly fashioning 

himself as other figures from the Italian literary tradition; furthermore, he distances 

himself from himself by comparing his own habits and practices with those of the cultural 

others whom he describes, as seen above. 

 Though the self looks different and surfaces in different ways, patterned by the 

genre of writing, both authors individuate. They use text as a means to record a practice 

of intentional self-fashioning, and both of their lives contain – in the very least, if you 

aren’t convinced – glimpses of modernity, and the often confusing and doubtful ethical 

spaces that all moderns inhabit. 
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Chapter 4: Toward an Understanding of Historical Change 

Throughout European history, travelogue, anthropology, ethnography and 

historiography were one connected literary genre. Europe, we could say, was allotropic: 

always turning toward the Other. This genre provided Europeans with the space to 

discover others and attempt to understand them; as they continued in this task, the data 

accumulated and thickened and it was only a matter of time until the consequences of 

these other ways of being would come to be fully appreciated. But before this could 

happen, Europe had to comprehend itself and its own way of being. 

At a certain moment, in the 1200s, in the face of a threat and caught up in a long 

series of wars (the Crusades) Europeans as a group folded geopolitically: they became-

European. Important in this regard is the very presence of a series of wars. If we follow 

Foucault’s notion of biopolitics, we already know the importance of habit and regimen in 

creating categories. If there can ever be a biopolitics at the level of the nation or continent 

(if, that is, the ‘continent’ can be taken as the organism here), then this series of wars and 

its concurrent series of ethnographic encounters with the others (Mongols, etc.) can be 

taken as the practiced regimen that produced geopolitical folding. Now Europe knew 

what it meant to be European; it knew that there were others, but it did not yet understand 

what it meant to fully be otherwise. It was, however, on the way to such understanding… 

So, by the 13
th
-century, there were people – such as William of Rubruck –  able to 

confront the other and say that they were not the self. In this case, they were 

automatically wrong for not being the self. In the case of Marco Polo, we see the same 

structure at work: by the 15
th

-century, then, Polo was able to look at others and write at 
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length about them, but still dismiss them. Things had progressed from the 13
th

-century, 

but only in the sense that wider distances were traversed and more information was 

gathered.  

The quick and quiet dismissal of the other was what prevented individual folding; 

it, in turn, was made possible by the earlier geopolitical folding. That is, Europe, as 

Europe, could now look on the other and understand that they were other than Europe. In 

this understanding, they denigrated the other and cast any possibility of self-illumination 

from looking outside oneself away. Simply put, no one could reflect on themselves if 

their quick dismissal gave them no time to do so.  

 But travel continued, and material and information continued to accrue. Over 

time, it acquired a density of its own, and it became apparent that the other could not be 

so quickly dismissed. This is what the 17
th

-century discovered, as it found that the 

political organization of other kingdoms was, often, better than the European’s own 

organization. 

In the 17
th

-century, then, things were in motion: travel to the other was increasing, 

and was increasingly non-purposive. Mercantile individuals went out and they started 

going to the other’s lands. Unlike missionaries and other political agents, they were free 

to do whatever they pleased: they were not on a mission, they had no concrete political 

agenda, they had no one back home to be loyal to, no Church or State to write back to. 

They were finally free to see the other and actually learn from her/him without the quick 

dismissal. Simply put: they were free to individuate. And so they did. 
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It is at this juncture that South Asia suddenly becomes important. Perhaps by 

mere coincidence, Europeans had to go to South Asia in order to acquire the goods they 

desired – the spices, the textiles, the knowledge. They found themselves in a land that 

was foreign, but not entirely so: they did, after all, have some cursory knowledge 

(through Polo, etc.) of South Asia and its cultures. They knew just enough to get around. 

But here was South Asia: a place teeming with multiple subjective states, as we 

have seen. Humans connected to each other in various ways: there had been no 

geopolitical folding yet (though it was on its way – an important factor we shall get to in 

a moment). Each religious, regional and social micro-tradition had its own micro-

discourse, each was very different and very particular. Each provided very different 

articulations of selfhood. Experimentation was in full swing, as South Asians established 

institutions of all sorts of religious practices, from the most ascetic and bodily to the most 

‘capitalist’ institutions of religious patronage. South Asians even created new societies 

that gave primacy to the importance of animal life over and above human life in this time 

period. 

As South Asia came to the 17
th

-century, something else was happening -- because 

of the increasing trade with Europe, because of the geographic unity beginning to be 

formed under Mughal rule, geopolitical folding was soon on its way. Yes, it hadn’t 

happened yet, and so the experiments in identity continued. But at the same time, perhaps 

the South Asian could now imagine a loyalty and allegiance beyond the local. This, then, 

would be the opposite of what was happening in Europe. Europe was discovering the 

other, questioning its loyalty to Europe; South Asia was discovering the self, questioning 
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the loyalty to local region and wondering if there was not a bigger identity out there. Was 

this what gave Ban!ras"d!sa the shock of a head wound? Was Akbar’s death the moment 

where he realized that politics mattered to him? 

In this situation, there were opposite vectors at work, opposite vectors meeting in 

South Asia. One was becoming-national, the other was becoming-regional (the 

competition between the mercantile nations – Italy, England, Portugal, etc. – can be read 

in this light).  

Both, however, meet in the middle: at the individual. Europe had historicized 

enough others to finally know that there were other modes of life out there: people knew 

that they were actually viable options. This knowledge meant that there could be no quick 

and quiet dismissal any longer. This is what we see in Della Valle’s reading of the sat!: 

he realizes that he cannot dismiss the practice outright, even though he disagrees. Marco 

Polo didn’t do this – he dismissed sat!; William of Rubruck would have dismissed it even 

more. But just now, in the 17
th

-century, Della Valle was able to look at this practice and 

question his own culture. 

Again, at the other end of this, lies South Asia, was getting away from these 

traditional histories and selves and questioning everything. We see here a great 

becoming-secular and a loss of tradition. This is what Ban!ras"d!sa’s secularization of 

religion and his multiple religious crises are all about: tradition is becoming a nightmare.  

If Europe came to individuality through the other, it was because of its allotropic 

orientation: it always had the other as a site that it used, as something it territorialized. 



 

 106 

South Asia, instead, came to individuality through the self, as it always had the self, as a 

site that it used, as something it territorialized.  

All this happened in just one generation, from 1586-1640. It was a time where 

connections were made and others disconnected. It was a time filled with experiements in 

self-fashioning and identity. 

What would come after? The rapidly increasing travel to South Asia continued, 

knowledge continued to be formed, but now it went the other way.  Europe now knew too 

much about the other, and knew again why the other was wrong. Europe had internalized 

what it wanted to, the critiques of identity had been made and responded to; Europe could 

now go back to calling the other wrong. Knowledge grew into institutional forms, the 

once-nomadic travelers became sedentary and stayed put: they formed colonies. 

In South Asia, national consciousness continued growing with the Mughal 

empire’s rise. Secular notions continued to flower in governance and the courtly ethics of 

the time. There was a flattening of local tradition and a nationalization of culture: this is 

what we see in the 18
th

 and 19
th

-centuries, with the growth of an immense, pan-South 

Asian national culture of bureaucracy. The importance of Urdu and Persian literary 

culture lies in this regard: the bureaucratic and courtly use of these languages helped 

nationalize the traditions of India by creating a common language. Perhaps we can also 

read the widespread translation of Sanskrit texts into Urdu and Persian in this light as 

well: the Hindu traditions of South Asia are now nationalized, deposited into the national 

archive, in the national language… 
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 And now we veer into the confusing territory of nationalism and colonialism. 

What is important, it seems, is that all of this happened together and at once: Europe and 

South Asia, in the 17
th

-century, epistemologically supported each other. As we saw, there 

were opposite vectors at work. These opposite vectors met in the middle in the 17
th

-

century to create the individual; afterward, the individual, they continued their 

trajectories. However, since both had made the discovery of the individual, perhaps there 

were certain things in common. At this point, I am in no position to be able to theorize 

this material: I simply do not know the 18
th
 and 19

th
-centuries well enough.  

Colonialism was not a parasite feeding on one area, it was something that 

happened because of the way in which two areas interacted. This is not to say that it 

wasn’t often a ghastly enterprise of domination and slavery. But for a brief moment, for 

just one generation occupying the first half of the 17
th

-century, we saw how things could 

have gone otherwise -- for just then, there was an ethical individual, who was doing 

something quite different… 

Ultimately, this is what it means to do a global history: we can no longer afford a 

universal history, for there are no longer any universals. No longer can we afford a 

particularistic approach either, for such an approach just cordons off areas, puts cultures 

into boxes where they cannot interact. Our task today is to tell the stories of places as 

they interact – together - and to tell them by describing the particular places and flexibly 

moving and connecting their various parts. Only then can the global heritage of thought 

truly belong to us all. 
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