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Schedule-Day 1 

 

 

  

06-Jul-16 7:00-8:30 Breakfast

8:55-9:00 Call to assemble, announcements etc MC

9:00-9:30 Inauguration

Lighting lamp, Invocation, inviting 

speakers on stage, presentation of 

gifts

9:30-10:00 Welcome speech Prof. Kannan

10:00-10:45 Keynote address Shri. Rajiv Malhotra

10:45-10:55 Tea Break

10:55-11:00 Call to assemble, announcements etc

11:00-11:45 Inaugural lecture Prof. V N Jha

11:45-12:00 Vote of thanks Prof. Devendra Jalihal

12:00-12:15 Buffer and Announcements (if reqd)

12:15-1:45 Lunch

1:45-2:00 Buffer and time for settling in

1:55-2:00

Bringing to order, calling chair and introduction of chair for session, 

laying out of rules for participants etc MC

Paper Name Chair: Shri. Rajiv Malhotra

2:00-2:30 1 Pollock’s paper on the Death of Sanskrit Manogna Sastry

2:30-3:00 2 Sanskrit: The Phoenix Phenomenon Kannan and Meera

3:00-3:30 3

Essentially Unchanged - Orientalist and Post-Colonial Basis of 

Indology Ravi Joshi (via skype)

3:30-3:45 Chair closing comments

3.45-3:55 Tea break

3:55-4:00

Bringing to order, calling chair and introduction of chair for session, 

laying out of rules for participants etc MC

Paper Name Chair: Prof. Ramanujan

4:00-4:30 4 Pollock’s views on Indological Sastras Sundari Siddhartha

4:30-5:00 5 Sastra: an impediment to progress Rajath V

5:00-5:30 6 The Science and Nescience of Sastra Sudarshan Therani

5:30-5:45 Chair closing comments

05:45 End of day

1st Swadeshi Indology Conference - Critiquing Neo-Orientalism

Day 1

Session 3 on the position 

that Sanskrit is dead (2:00 

PM - 3:45 PM)

Session 1 (9:00 AM - 10:45 

AM)

Session 2 (11:00 AM - 

12:15 PM)

Session 4 on the topic of 

his positions on Shastra 

(4:00 PM - 5:45 PM)



 
 
 
 

Schedule-Day 2 

 

  

07-Jul-16 7.00-8:30 Breakfast

8:55-9:00

Bringing to order, calling chair and introduction of chair for session, 

laying out of rules for participants etc MC

Paper Name Chair: Prof. V N Jha

9:00-9:30 7

Did Indian Intellectual tradition hold that all knowledge of practice 

is contained in Sastras? A Critique of Pollock’s 1985 Sastras Paper Surya K (via skype)

9:30-10:00 8 Sheldon Pollock on Sastra Vrinda Acharya

10:00-10:30 9

Understanding structure of arguments and errors in Sheldon 

Pollock’s Śāstra paper(1985) Vikas Veshishth

10:30-10:45 Chair closing comments

10.45-10:55 Tea break

10:55-11:00

Bringing to order, calling chair and introduction of chair for session, 

laying out of rules for participants etc MC

Paper Name Chair: Shri. Nityananda Misra

11:00-11:30 10

Ramayana Volume 2: Introduction to Ayodhyakanda-Sheldon 

Pollock Manjushree Hegde

11:30-12:00 11

Sanskriti in Context: Critiquing Pollock’s out of context reading of 

the Ramayana Charu Uppal

12:00-12.30 12 Sense Philology T M Narendran

12:30-12:45 Chair closing comments

12:45-1:45 Lunch

1:45-2:00 Buffer time for settling in

1:55-2:00

Bringing to order, calling chair and introduction of chair for session, 

laying out of rules for participants etc MC

Paper Name Chair: Prof. Makarand Paranjape

2:00-2:30 13 A Purvapaksha of Deep Orientalism Ashay Naik

2:30-3:00 14 Indology and Nazi ideology K Gopinath

3:00-3:30 15 Sheldon Pollock's idea of a Nazi Indology Koenraad Elst

3:30-3:45 Chair closing comments

3:45-3:55 Tea break

3:55-4:00

Bringing to order, calling chair and introduction of chair for session, 

laying out of rules for participants etc MC

Paper Name Chair: Prof. K S Kannan

4:00-4:30 16

From Hitler to Hinduphobia: On Sheldon Pollock’s View of 

Hinduism as an Early Variant of Nazism Vishal Agarwal (via skype)

4:30-5:00 17 On Pollockism Sati Shankar

5:00-5:15 Chair closing comments

5:15-6:00 Free 

6:00-7:00 Walk around IIT campus for interested guests

7:00-9:00 Dinner

Session 5 on the topic of 

his positions on Shastra 

(9:00 AM - 10:45 AM)

Session 6 on the topic that 

Ramayana was used as a 

political tool (11:00 AM - 

12:45 PM)

Session 7 on the position 

that Sanskrit was 

responsible for the 

holocaust (2:00 PM - 3:45 

PM)

Session 8 on some Indic 

viewpoints that can used 

to refute Pollock's 

positions (4:00 PM - 5:15 

PM)

Day 2



 
 
 
 

Schedule-Day 3 

 

  

08-Jul-16 7:00-8:30 Breakfast

8:55-9:00

Bringing to order, calling chair and introduction of chair for session, 

laying out of rules for participants etc MC

Paper Name Chair: Dr. Koenraad Elst

9:00-9:30 18 Sanskrit is dead, and that’s ok Naresh Cuntoor (via skype)

9:30-10:00 19 ‘South Asian Knowledge’, Modern Science and Pollockian Indology Ravi Gomatam (via skype)

10:00-10:15 Closing comments

10:15-10:25 Tea break

10:25-10:30 Bringing to order, calling panelists onto dais etc

10:30-11:55 Panel discussion on MCLI Dignitaries

11:55-12:00 Buffer, settling down

12:00-1:00 Valedictory address Prof. Paranjape

1:00-1:45 Lunch

1:45-2:00 Buffer time for settling in

1:55-2:00 Calling to order, announcement of forthcoming program etc MC

2:00-2:45 Feedback from participants

2.45-3:30

Feedback from invited scholars who are potential participants for 

next conf

3:30-3:40 Tea break

3:40-3:45 Settling down MC

3:45-4:15 RM's remarks on papers Rajiv Malhotra

4:15-5:30 SI: Retrospect and Prospect Discussion

5:30-6:00 Press meet

Session 9 on some Indic 

viewpoints that can be 

used to refute Pollock's 

positions (9:00 AM - 10:15 

AM)

Session 10 (10:30 AM - 

12:45 PM)

Session 11 (2:00 PM - 3:30 

PM)

Session 12 (3:45 PM - 6:00 

PM)

Day 3



 
 
 
 

Initial Announcement 

Recent times have witnessed many academic/non-academic controversies related to 
Western Indology. It is easily discerned that in terms of quality as well as quantity, the 
participation of Indian scholarship (whose heritage it is that is at stake primarily) has been 
very poor, especially academically; this is as against that of the West, equipped as it is with 
an aggressive scholarship backed by funding, institutional support, libraries, conferences, 
journals, etc.  

Two of the significant reasons for the current state of Indian scholarship are: (a) the barriers 
of language (not just ordinary English, but specialized jargon), and (b) the barriers of multi-
disciplinary approach, wherein Indians are at a disadvantage. Various circumstances may have 
contributed to this, but there is no escape from the necessity of an academic handling of the 
issue.  

As a remedial measure, therefore, it is important to consider the issues raised by the West 
one by one, and study their merits and demerits in a series of conferences dealing with the 
major contributors to the field. To begin with, four key issues raised by Sheldon Pollock are 
taken up. After a lucid and fair statement of the questions raised by him and their logic as 
purva-paksha, the uttara-paksha will be attempted. It is hoped that in this series of 
conferences - where ad hominem attacks will be banned – we develop a responsible and 
responsive scholarship to handle the intellectual challenges of our times. 



 
 
 
 

CALL for PAPERS 

Conference-Series on Purva-Paksha of Western Indology 

THE CHALLENGE 

While extensive and intensive studies of the heritage of every country are a natural concern 

of the respective countrymen, it is a paradox that Indian heritage is being studied too little 

by Indian scholars themselves, and rather extensively by Western academicians. This is a 

dangerous imbalance that must be rectified. 

While it is true that this atrophy is a fall-out of the continuation of the colonial policy even 

after Independence, a consequence of this is that traditional learning of the seminal texts of 

our heritage has only languished and famished. In contrast, the West has continued to 

provide quality academic infra-structure and steady nourishment for a vigorous pursuit of 

Indological studies. This has naturally attracted some of the best talent into Western 

Indology. This is evidenced by the number of chairs/scholars in Western academia, and the 

continuous scholarly output in journals and books for over a century and a half. 

It is not easy to make a general statement about all their academic output. Each case must 

be examined individually. However, their heavy usage of Western theories, and methods 

generated by their own multi-disciplinary training, make it hard for traditional Indian 

scholars to carry out proper purva-paksha and uttara-paksha of such works. Also, the 

motives and intentions of many a Western scholar can be rather dubious, given their overt 

and covert political/religious/ideological affiliations. Attention has been drawn to specific 

instances of the biases and political petitions of specific academic stalwarts of the West. 

While they have every right to broadcast what they do, whether out of conviction or as 

mercenaries, Indians ought to get alerted when their heritage is being sabotaged, especially 

by cultural subterfuge. 

OUR RESPONSE 

In order to nourish an indigenous Indology that naturally cares for the protection of its own 

cherished and valuable inheritance, a movement has to be started, albeit with humble 

beginnings. Several scholars and sponsors are coming together to initiate this movement. 

The plan is to select a specific prominent Western scholar each year for a systematic purva-

paksha of some of his important ideas. This will involve one or more conferences each year, 

culminating in a published volume with a selection of papers. 

For the first such conference and volume, Sheldon Pollock has been selected as the scholar 

whose writings will be studied. His corpus of written works is formidable to tackle in its 

entirety. His writings are very dense in the use of arcane English, laden with jargon that a 

majority of Indians are unfamiliar with, unless they have been trained under him or one of 

his students. Therefore, in order to make the analysis serious and concrete, we have 

selected four specific topics from Pollock’s work, each of which may be examined from 



 
 
 
 

specific writings by him. These four topics are summarized below. It is better not to try to be 

too broad and end up being superficial.  

Hence we will begin modestly with these four units of written material, and later we hope to 

expand to other topics. Each participant must choose a specific topic from these four, and 

present his analysis. 

ACTION 

The first step being taken is to make a statement of the purva-paksha in a lucid manner in 

the first workshop. This will be followed up by another workshop wherein the uttara-paksha 

will be set forth. While a primary requirement for the statement of purva-paksha is a sound 

knowledge of English (given the convoluted and pedantic English of Pollock which has to be 

figured out, and the need for clarity in expression), the requirement for the uttara-paksha is 

a good knowledge of Sanskrit and a fair knowledgeable appreciation (not an emotional 

admiration, that is) of the spirit of our tradition. Public scholars/academicians who are 

interested in and competent to handle these issues are also welcome to respond to this 

call.  

Links to the writings of Pollock on these four issues will be provided to those who join this 

project. 

Scholars are invited to take part in the workshop, where their travel expenses etc. will be 

taken care of. The specific details of location and timing of the first workshop are being 

finalized. But meanwhile, we wish to hear back from those scholars who wish to seriously 

participate. The undersigned and a committee will select the final participants among those 

that write to us.  

Please send a brief email quickly if you are interested. Include a short biodata and a short 

abstract (or preliminary thoughts) on the particular topic out of the four topics discussed 

below. You may also propose a different topic than the ones listed below, which shall be 

considered on merit. 

FOUR TOPICS CONCERNING SHELDON POLLOCK’S WORK 

Four issues of interest in the initial workshop concerning a selection of writings of Sheldon 

Pollock are as follows. The workshop is open to hear contrary interpretations of Pollock’s 

writings to those summarized below: 

1. Pollock’s paper on shastra 

His thesis: The relationship between shastra and prayoga (theory and practical activity) is 

one which is diametrically opposed to what it is in the West. In the West there is progress 

because new experience and practical considerations inform the thinkers who can change 

and develop new thought based on such empirical evidence. On the other hand, the Veda-s 

are deemed as shastra par excellence, and as already containing all the knowledge. The 

Veda-s are thus opposed to all progress. Shastra-s are frozen in time; hence they hinder 

creativity, and are inherently regressive. Added to this, shastra-s engender authoritarianism 



 
 
 
 

and inspire social oppression. In contrast, Western civilisation is based on freedom. As a 

result, shastra-s are to be seen as a major cause - of Indian lack of creativity and freedom, 

and for the existence of oppression. 

2. Pollock’s paper that Sanskrit influenced Nazi ideology leading to the holocaust 

His thesis: Early India had a pre-form of racismevidenced in the tension it provided between 

the aryan and the non-aryan. This became adopted by Europeans and was projected in the 

West as White v/s non-White. Nazi Indologists took recourse to Sanskrit texts to model their 

racist agenda. The Purva-Mimamsa school championed a high brahminism, and this 

contributed to the legitimisation of genocide, which found its culmination in the holocaust 

of Jews by Nazis. Kumarila may hence be styled as a deep Nazi, and by the same token, 

Hitler may be labelled a deep Mimamsaka. 

3. Pollock’s paper on the death of Sanskrit 

His thesis: Sanskrit began its career about two millennia after the Indus Valley Civilisation. 

Right from Vedic times, Sanskrit grammar and literature were a serious cause of social 

oppression, because Sanskrit was monopolised by Brahmins. Sanskrit was killed by Hindu 

kings around a thousand years ago; the Muslim kings cannot get any blame for this. The rise 

of vernaculars too contributed to the killing of Sanskrit, as it had domineered over them for 

a millennium. Sanskrit ought to be secularized because the ritual uses to which it is put are 

veritable props of superstition and social exploitation. Sanskrit is after all dead, and recent 

attempts to revive it go to serve a political agenda, and nothing more. 

4. Pollock’s thesis on the Ramayana as a political device 

His thesis: The sacredness of the Ramayana is only a smokescreen to cover its essential role 

as a political instrument of rulers. To a large extent inspired by a Buddhist Jataka tale, it has 

principally been a tool of safeguarding the exploitative means of social stratification. The 

major characters of the epic utterly lack free will, and the epic thus inspires fatalism, so 

detrimental to the future of the nation. Patently oppressing women and marginalising the 

lower classes, the Ramayana theme is little different from a literature of atrocity. The 

performance of yajna-s was a way of divinising the kings, who returned the favour to the 

brahmins who conducted this, by ensuring full and high security to them. The Raja Dharma 

section of the Mahabharata, twin epic of the Ramayana, issues a stern warning that 

whosoever turns against the king would soon meet his ruin. The rules of dharma-shastra 

were wantonly violated by kings, while at the same time were imposed on the citizens. In 

recent centuries, it has turned out to be the means of inflicting violence against Muslims 

who have been demonised. 



 
 
 
 

Abstract 1: 

Participant: Manogna Sastry 

Title of paper: Sheldon Pollock’s paper on ‘Death of Sanskrit’ 

Abstract: 

‘The Death of Sanskrit’ 1 – the essay published under this rather astonishing title by the 
Indologist Sheldon Pollock bids us to a dynamic re-examination and self defense of our 
invaluable literary instrument. The most august, venerable and determinative creations of the 
Indian race have been written in Sanskrit and pronouncing death upon the language is 
tantamount to an inability in understanding the true role of this divine tongue. Pollock’s essay 
merits a clear understanding of the burden of his song. The motives for the author’s position 
and the method of his reasoning are studied, to understand why he would see efforts to 
promote the language as politically biased “exercise in nostalgia”. The distinction the author 
makes between living and dead languages and his attempts at placing Sanskrit in the latter 
category are closely examined. The four major questions the author considers as a part of his 
analysis in proclaiming death upon the language consist of the impact of the vernaculars upon 
Sanskrit, the political, social and spiritual components that played a role in the decline of the 
language and the factors he considers necessary for consolidating the language in today’s 
times. Pollock cites four specific historical instances that apparently illustrate his stance and 
these are critically examined. 



 
 
 
 

Abstract 2: 

Participant: K S Kannan and H R Meera 

Title of paper: Sanskrit: The Phoenix Phenomenon 

Abstract: 

The stalwarts of Western Indology have been held in great esteem for a long time now and in 

many instances their word has been taken as final on various topics. The extensive studies 

that they have made, the intense interest they have shown in learning about an alien culture, 

and the inter-disciplinarity they have brought into the studies have all been, rightly, 

respected. This bespeaks, though, of a scholar subjecting a specimen to scrutiny where the 

specimen is passive, at the receiving end of the attention.  

For a true intellectual exchange to happen, however, it is necessary for both the parties – the 

examiner and the examined - to interact as equals, subjecting each other and each other’s 

methods to scrutiny. The current paper is one such attempt  - to return the attention by 

considering the claim of “death of Sanskrit” made by Sheldon Pollock, a leading American 

Orientalist,  in his paper of 2001. 

This paper aims to  

(a) summarize the points made by him in as dispassionate and accurate a manner as 

possible, 

(b) analyse the same from various angles, 

(c) discuss the propriety of the data selected and analysed by him, 

(d) discuss the general methodological idiosyncrasies betrayed in his writings, and  

(e) provide pointers to the uttarapakṣin-s – as to where further work is necessary to possibly 

uncover more data, and do greater justice to the issue. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 3: 

Participant: Ravi Joshi 

Title of paper: Essentially Unchanged - Orientalist and Post-Colonial Basis of Indology 

Abstract: 

This paper will discuss the jarring disconnect between the categories that western academic 
Indologists like Sheldon Pollock use, and the traditional categories used by insiders of the 
Dharmic traditions. I would like to focus on current western academic Indologists, with 
specific reference to how Sheldon Pollock’s theorizing and usage of categories is part of a 
consistent and well developed framework. As writers like Rajiv Malhotra have clarified in their 
writings, Pollock is emblematic of western scholarship in what he does, and is seen by western 
academy as advancing the existing scholarship on Indology etc. This paper will be an 
elaboration / extension of some key areas in Rajiv Malhotra&#39;s latest book “The Battle for 
Sanskrit”, showing how the primary background assumptions of Orientalism, Post-Colonial 
Theory, and postmodern deconstructionism affect academic perceptions of Indian cultural 
history. I will try to do this by reviewing a set of seminal conference papers - which includes 
Pollock’s “Deep Orientalism” - in a simple way so that the traditional Indian scholar can climb 
the learning curve more easily and understand the primary background on which the 
Orientalist 2.0 scholarship is based. 
 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 4: 

Participant: Sundari Siddhartha 

Title of paper: Sheldon Pollock -----His views on Indological Śāstras 

Abstract: 

Sheldon Pollock has viewed the Indian sastras, from his American perch. The view seems vast 
but different. He opines that our sastras are too strict, rigid. But, actually, though ancient and 
overwhelming, Vedas do not intimidate you. Initially he is struck by the vastness and 
repetitiveness of the chanda sastra (metrics). Later he realizes its relevance and studies all 
the sastras at length. Further we see that if our rules of Manusmrti makes the American 
students remark , “how alien Indian culture is”; we too have the same reaction to their rules 
of etiquette. Vedas have been placed on a high pedestal along with the knowledge enshrined 
in it . So even if scholars discover new things, they get credit only for revealing that which was 
there already. This is explained by accepting that the Vedas are transcendent. Thus progress 
is achieved ‘by a regressive re-appropriation of the past.’ Also, the theory (sastra) is 
necessarily preceding the practice (prayoga). But it is the opposite in the Western thought. 
The earlier sastras, the Vedangas ( which help us to understand the Vedas) were not 
‘prescriptive’ . Only the later age saw the sastras becoming rigid and end up as authoritarian 
hand books. Pollock’s approach is flexible and inclusive. But he has to keep in mind the 
symbolism in the Indian thought; the humility; the inclination to worship; and the self-effacing 
nature of the Indians. He has to be consistent , even while being logical. The Vedas, though 
appearing to Pollock as a problem, are age-old receptacles of knowledge, whose resilience is 
for all to see. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 5: 

Participant: Rajath V 

Title of paper: Śāstra – an impediment to progress 

Abstract: 

Śāstra is of two types – pauruṣeya and apauruṣeya. Veda is apauruṣeya since the subject 

matter of the Veda such as karma-niyati, punarjanma etc. can neither be proved nor be 

disproved by pratyakṣa (the five senses) or anumāna (inference & logic). Vedāṅgas, upavedas, 

itihāsa, purāṇa etc. and so on are considered pauruṣeya. The Vedāṅgas especially, vyākaraṇa 

and chandas describe the grammar and prosody used in the Veda but do not prescribe how a 

new mantra is to be discovered. But, somehow, over time the pauruṣeya-śāstras gained 

dominance almost equivalent to that of the Veda and became prescriptive to the extent that 

future users of the language were forced to adhere to vyākaraṇa and chandas more strcitly 

than done in the Veda itself. Such impositions can be found in the context of dharmaśāstras 

too. While the Veda prescribes sadācāra as valid in matters where the Veda (śruti) and smṛti 

are not conclusive; over time, only certain people such as Manus come to enjoy the higher 

pedestal in codification of laws. In this way, is claimed that the discourse on the application 

of śāstras which was descriptive and flexible in spirit and to begin with, over time has come 

to become prescriptive and rigid; under the hegemony of a dominant class of people; thereby 

stifling the contributions from the creative intelligence of all sections of society. 

 

On the one hand, we see that the Indian society has been vigorous all through, making original 

contributions in the field of science and technology, mathematics, astronomy, economics, 

philosophy and language; but on the other hand is said to have gone into decline for a 

thousand years. This contradiction begs an effort to understand Indian history and culture in 

a holistic manner, paying adequate heed to all the underlying aspects. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 6: 

Participant: Sudarshan Therani 

Title of paper: The Science and Nescience of Shastra 

Abstract: 

The interpretations of Sastra (Sheldon Pollock's) are critically appraised with a firm grounding 
in the traditional perspectives and vocabularies of the Vidyas (poorly translated as theory) as 
practiced (Sastra) by actual practitioners of the vedic civilization. The foundational 
perspectives and motivations that have driven the theorization of the grammars and 
metaphors of Indian Knowledge Systems and the practices derived thereof are examined.It is 
proposed that the current western theses on Sastra derive from a deep ignorance 
(nescience).The primacy, undilutability and non-negotiable nature of a sacred perspective 
(saṃskāra) whilst interpreting sanskrit texts on indic knowledge systems is established. The 
flawed and incorrect use of philology by Pollock and its overall nebulous nature is explicated. 
The limitation of the scientific method in interpreting Sastra is discussed. The non-empirical, 
non-verifiable and unscientific nature of methods used by Pollock to make his claims are 
highlighted. The aim, purpose and science of any Sastra is to lead the practitioner on the path 
to a holistically (nature included) harmonious existence. The scope and role of Sastra is 
beyond that of Science or Religion (as the West currently knows/interprets).Unless this 
universality of aim is acknowledged and more importantly reinforced and realized by its 
practice - western scholarship will continue to provide nebulous and incorrect etic 1 
interpretations of Indic knowledge systems driven by nescience. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 7: 

Participant: Surya K 

Title of paper: Did Indian Intellectual tradition hold that all knowledge of practice is 
contained in Sastras? A Critique of Pollock’s 1985 Sastras Paper 

Abstract: 
 
In his 1985 Sastras paper, Pollock theorizes that Indian intellectual tradition held the belief 

that all practical knowledge is contained in Sastras of their respective domains. Pollock calls 

the Sastras of practical knowledge the “theory of practice”. Pollock says that this belief 

shackled Indian intellectual development and innovation in all spheres of thought thus 

limiting practice to merely uncovering and examining knowledge concealed in Sastras. In 

other words, “theory of practice” restrained “practice of theory”. By focusing on four excerpts 

from his 1985 Sastras paper and responding to them, this critique demonstrates that Pollock 

ignored implications of pramana theory and failed to recognize the critical importance of 

authoritative testimony in advancing human knowledge. Pollock reasoned that Sastras, in 

order to qualify as pramana, had no choice but to claim divine origin; however, as shown in 

the critique, there is no paradox in considering testimonial knowledge as pramana even 

without the claim to divine origin. Considering knowledge to be divine is a testament to an 

intellectual culture. To misread this to mean that all knowledge comes from “texts” is a 

travesty. Indian tradition holds that Vedas have no authority on vyavaharika knowledge; 

Pratyaksha and Anumana pramana do. Scientists are inspired to discover truths of nature. 

Engineers are inspired to apply truths of nature to change “name and form”. It is impossible 

for scientists and engineers to advance their collective knowledge without authoritative 

testimony (Sastras). When students of Sastras see advancement of human knowledge as a 

process of discovery, it does not follow that they consider all knowledge to be in “texts” or 

that they view the discovery process as “merely bringing knowledge to manifestation from 

the textual materials in which it lies concealed from us”. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 8: 

Participant: Vrinda Acharya 

Title of paper: Sheldon Pollock on Śāstra 

Abstract: 

One of the major areas of Sheldon Pollock’s work is his writings on ‘the relationship between 
Shastra and Prayoga’ which need serious and considerable Poorvapaksha. He alleges that 
Shastras hinder genuine creativity, practical innovation, original thinking and progressive 
growth, since they are straitjacketed by the Vedic world view; whereas there is abundant 
counter-evidence which shows that Indians have always been innovative in producing and 
applying Shastras to both empirical and spiritual domains.  
 
This paper intends to throw some light on some of the striking points made by Sheldon Pollock 
in this article, which are as follows. 
 

1. In India, there is no dialectical interaction between theory and practice. 
2. All knowledge is pre-existent, and that progress can only be achieved by a regressive 

re-appropriation of the past. 
3. The eternality of the vedas, the shastra par excellence, is one presupposition or 

justification for this assessment of shastra. 
4. Indian civilization is constrained by rules of varying strictness.  
5. Shastras instigate ‘authoritarianism’, which further leads to social oppression. 
6. In the West, codes have largely remained "tacit" knowledge, existing on the level of 

practical and not discursive awareness. In India, by contrast, they were textualized, 
many of them at an early date, and had consequently to be learned rather than 
assimilated by a natural process of cultural osmosis. 

7. The idea and nature of shastra in its own right, as a discrete problem of intellectual 
history, seem never to have been the object of sustained scrutiny. 

 
Further, he tries to analyse the so-called ‘problem’ of shastra with three connected questions 
he raises for himself. 
 

1. How does the tradition view the relationship of a given shastra to its object? 
2. What are the implications of this view for the concept of cultural change? 
3. Is there some traditional presupposition, or justification, for the previous two notions? 

 
This paper proposes to critically examine the nature, rationality, motive and more 
importantly, the need (if any) for such an analysis made by Sheldon Pollock.  
  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 9: 

Participant: Vikas Veshishth 

Title of paper: Understanding structure of arguments and errors in Sheldon Pollock’s Śāstra 
paper(1985) 

Abstract: 

Pollock’s view is that śāstras are one of the fundamental problems of Indian intellectual 

history and indologists should spend substantial time criticizing śāstras. Śāstra is translated 

as theory and Prayoga as practical activity. He bases his implications on what he calls 

“fundamental postulate” having two parts. One, theory is held always and necessary to 

precede and govern practice. Second, there is no dialectical interaction between theory and 

practice. On that premise he blames Śāstras and says that as per them progress can only be 

made by returning to undeveloped state. He writes that śāstras become discourse of power 

by denying cultural change, eliminating cultural practices and only valorizing a section of 

people. He says that the problems caused by śāstra due the misunderstanding of 

relationship between theory and practice is justified by their eternality. Understanding 

Pollock’s view revealed errors, the fundamental postulate stated and portrayed 

understanding of śāstras being flawed. Smṛtis can be changed as per the culture and custom 

hence there is no imposed model of theory and elimination of cultural change as claimed. 

Śāstras cannot be translated as theory just like mathematical structures where theory is also 

practical knowledge. The truths known by ṛṣis , orally transmitted as śrutis, originally 

perceived in higher state of consciousness are different from theory. Pollock’s paper tries to 

strength his “fundamental postulate” by falsely asserting that in Sanskritic culture new 

discovery can’t be made. He has mistranslated and taken out of context many verses from 

various authors and sacred books to depict that Sanskritic culture can’t discover new 

knowledge and śāstras like bhagavad-gītā and gurus like Abhinavagupta command one not 

to use one’s own mind hence Sanskritic culture has no critical thinking. Upon investigation 

into his assertions and references, evidence of intellectual dishonesty is revealed.  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 10: 

Participant: Manjushree Hegde 

Title of paper: Introduction to Ayodhyakanda – Sheldon Pollock 

Abstract: 

 

In his introduction to the Ayodhyākāṇḍa of Vālmīki’s Rāmāyaṇa, Sheldon Pollock briefly tells 

of the story that unfolds in it, and analyzes clinically its major characters. He explores a variety 

of themes including the historicity of the text, its veracity, ideological dimensions, and its sway 

on the Indian society. In the present article, I’ve summarized the key points of Pollock’s stand 

in order that it may lead to further discussions on the work. While there are many 

controversial claims strewn throughout, the most urgent of them are reduced into four broad 

categories—  

(a) Pollock’s intent to interpret the epic as a myth,  

(b) the interpretation of Indian kingship as a despotic monarchy and at the same time, a 

“powerless institution”,  

(c) the institutional inequality (caste-system) that Vālmīki is purported to have prescribed for 

the society, and  

(d) karma, or the “absence of free-will” in the Indian scheme of things.  

If these issues are addressed to in a lucid manner, I argue, most of the “red flags” of the work 

would effectively stand refuted. A few plausible answers to these issues are also offered in 

the present paper. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 11: 

Participant: Charu Uppal 

Title of paper: Sanskriti in Context: Critiquing Pollock’s out of context reading of the 
Ramayana 

Abstract: 

Ramayana, the older of the two Indian epics that has inspired essays, commentaries, movies, 
TV series, stage performances, music and poetry for centuries. Characters of Ramayana lived 
on for centuries in the hearts of the Indian masses, and come alive even today when 
generation after generation children are named after its protagonists, or when Ramanayna 
path (recitation of the entire epic) are observed in homes as purifying ceremonies, at 
occasions such as weddings, birth of child, and before moving into a new house. In a country 
that makes over a 1000 films every year, enactment of Ramayana on make-shift stages 
(Ramlila) still finds a sizable following every year, testifying to its place in Indian psyche. It is 
in that context that this paper critiques Sheldon Pollock’s reading of the Ramayana especially 
from a methodological point of view. Using Malhotra’s work as the foundation, the paper 
elicits with examples from both the texts, and lived experience to illustrate how Pollock 
misses reading the Ramayana in the context, because he gazes at the epic from his pre-
conceived bias that, though understands the meaning but does not resonate with terms such 
as shraddha and itihaas. In addition, using Campbell’s definition of myth, and its role in its 
respective society, the paper also highlights, how Pollock’s understanding of Ramayana as a 
myth is constructed out of Indian context. Furthermore, paper is informed by author’s 
association with a Ramlila committee that has run successfully for the last five decades by a 
community of volunteers, most of who hold white-collar jobs.   

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 12: 

Participant: T M Narendran 

Title of paper: Sense-Philology 

Abstract: 

Philology, says Sheldon Pollock, is “making sense of texts.” The presence of texts 
implies that there must have been philologists trying to understand them. Since texts have 
been present in India, China, Greece and other traditions, philology can said to be present 
through all ages and cultures. Understanding a text in three dimensions or three planes of 
meaning is the purpose of “Critical Philology.” The three dimensions are: 

1. Historical - which helps us understand human nature over a period of time 

2. Traditional - what the tradition thought of itself 

3. Presentist – our own relation with the text 

An understanding of the meaning of the text along these three dimensions leads us to 
the correct meaning of the text. Sheldon Pollock expounds his theories on Philology in several 
of his works including Future Philology: The Fate of a Soft Science in a Hard World, Critical 
Philology, Liberating Philology, Philology in Three Dimensions and two articles in World 
Philology, namely Introduction and What was Philology in Sanskrit? These works are 
summarized and the implications of his theories are discussed. 

Pollock’s contribution is on the second dimension of “Critical Philology.” This 
dimension has neither been addressed by the earlier Indologist nor has it been noticed by the 
tradition. As he puts it succinctly “…not only what it may be about their world that shaped 
their view of the text but what it may be about the text itself that summoned those forms of 
consciousness into existence.” (Critical Philology, 2015) 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 13: 

Participant: Ashay Naik 

Title of paper: A purva-paksha of “Deep Orientalism?” 

Abstract: 

This paper is a prima facie “purva-paksha” analysis of “Deep Orientalism?” – an essay 

authored by Sheldon Pollock and published in Orientalism and Postcolonial Predicament 

(1993) – an anthology of writings concerned with the issues facing Indian studies in the wake 

of the orientalist critique – edited by Carol Breckenridge and Peter van der Veer. The declared 

aims of Pollock’s essay are two-fold. Firstly, using the framework of orientalism, it seeks to 

analyse the collaboration between German Indology and the Nazi regime (1933-45), on the 

one hand, and the role of Sanskrit knowledge in the “pre-colonial forms of domination” in 

India, on the other. Secondly, in light of the alleged realization that both Indology itself, as 

well as its object of study – i.e. Sanskrit knowledge – have been deeply implicated in power, 

it proposes a critical Indology for the future that will be resistant towards imperialism, or at 

least not act in collaboration with it. Thus, there is a descriptive and a prescriptive component 

to Pollock’s essay. The purpose of this purva-paksha is, firstly, to explain the comparative 

morphology of domination attempted by Pollock and expose its limitations; secondly, to 

interrogate the implications of the critical Indology proposed by Pollock for the study of the 

Sanskritic heritage. Although Pollock has not stated it explicitly as the objective of his essay, 

it is alleged by some that he seeks to establish a causal connection between Sanskrit thought 

and the forms of domination evident in colonialism and Nazism. The purva-paksha will also 

investigate this allegation and discuss how the  comparative morphology of domination 

makes such a reading ineluctable even if it may not be the express intent of the author 

himself. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 14: 

Participant: K Gopinath 

Title of paper: Indology and Nazi ideology 

Abstract: 

We first discuss Pollock’s work on the question of "Indology and Nazi ideology”. Using the 

propaganda model of the US media proposed by Herman and Chomsky'88 ("Manufacturing 

Consent: The Political Economy of the Mass Media”), we examine whether Pollock’s writings 

on this subject can best be explained from a propaganda model. We end the paper with a 

brief discussion from the perspective of IPR (such as "moral rights”) to examine if and how 

traditional knowledge systems or Indic systems could have the protection artistic works in 

principle enjoy. This has implications for Indic systems as many of them are in the informal 

domain and hence are subject to capture, disinformation or “digestion”. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 15: 

Participant: Koenraad Elst 

Title of paper: Sheldon Pollock’s Idea of a “National-Socialist Indology” 

Abstract: 

Sheldon Pollock is by no means the first one to build on the mythology that has overgrown 
the factual core of a link between racism in general, National-Socialism in particular, and the 
study of Indo-European and Sanskrit. In his case, the alleged National-Socialist connection of 
Sanskrit is heavily over-interpreted and emphatically taken to be causal, as if the interest in 
Sanskrit has caused the Holocaust. We verify the claims on which he erects this thesis one by 
one, and find them surprisingly weak or simply wrong. They could only have been made in a 
climate in which a vague assumption of these links (starting with the swastika, which in reality 
was not taken from Hinduism) was already common. Yet, even non-specialists could easily 
have checked that Adolf Hitler expressed his contempt for Hinduism, repeatedly and in 
writing. 

Pollock’s attempt to even link the Out-of-India Theory with the Nazi worldview is the 
diametrical opposite of the truth; it was the rivalling Aryan Invasion Theory (which Pollock 
himself upholds) that formed the cornerstone and perfect illustration of the Nazi worldview. 
This linking could only pass peer review because of the general animus against Hinduism and 
Indo-European indigenism in American academe. The whole forced attempt to associate 
Hinduism with National-Socialism suggests a rare animosity against Hinduism.,   

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 16: 

Participant: Vishal Agarwal 

Title of paper: From Hitler to Hinduphobia: On Sheldon Pollock’s View of Hinduism as an 
Early Variant of Nazism 

Abstract: 

The concept of race is absent in Sanskrit literature, and is largely a creation of medieval 

Muslim and modern European societies. Vedic texts that were misinterpreted by Indologists 

to imagine a dichotomy between the white Aryan and the dark Dravidian, are examined from 

a historical perspective to argue that their traditional interpretations have nothing to do with 

racial differences between various ethnic groups. The author counters each and every 

insinuation made by Pollock on the supposed linkage between Nazism and Sanskritic tradition 

and demonstrates that data actually proves a respectful acceptance of ethnic diversity in the 

Hindu tradition. The author argues that just as the constant demonization of Jews in the early 

19th century CE led to the Holocaust, we see worrying signs of a similar demonization of the 

Hindus by a coalition of western Indologists and Indian Marxists. Specifically, he points to 

examples from textbooks used in American schools and colleges where Nazi symbols and 

doctrines are compared to various aspects of Hinduism. In fact, Pollock’s mischievous attempt 

to derive the origin of Nazism from Sanskritic tradition is also a manifestation of the same 

western racist prejudices. The author also draws parallels between the Mischelinge Nazi 

soldiers and the Indian Marxist historians. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 17: 

Participant: Sati Shankar 

Title of paper: On Pollock-ism: A purva paksha on  Prof. Pollock's Methodologies 

Abstract: 

"Philosophy in India",(which its Sanskrit Knowledge System,[SKS],principally carries) is 
essentially spiritual." wrote Dr. Radhakrishnan , "It is the intense spirituality of India, and not 
any great political structure or...that it has developed, that has enabled it to resist the ravages 
of time and the accidents of that history... Throughout its life it has been living with one 
purpose. ... The history of Indian thought illustrates the endless quest of the mind, ever old, 
ever new". 

Contrary to that, Prof. Pollock, through his, "political or liberation philology" declares Indian 
Sanskrit Knowledge System has been, void of any spirituality, full of internal conflicts, divisive, 
artificially created under power-culture manipulations, and hence oppressive, immoral and 
criminal. 

The paper ponders and digs deep into the bare ideological foundation of Pollock's liberation 
philology and analytics and succeeds in finding one to one correspondence between Pollock's 
analysis and conclusions drawn on Indian Sanskrit Knowledge System; and, the "broad tenets" 
of "Marxist dialectical-historical- materialism", proving concerned writings by Prof. Pollock, 
to be purely atheist, but not- ideologically-neutral, "Marxist writings" which Professor has 
very carefully kept disguised under the carpet of technical jargons, logically circular and 
metaphorical writing style and deletion of key words. 

While remaining focused on foundations, paper scrutinizes a few core literary applications 
made by Prof. Pollock and lays foundation for upgrading indigenous philology which will be 
truly justified and more convincing to deal with Indian tradition and its Sanskrit Knowledge 
System. "Atheist Marxist interpretation" can never be imposed over diametrically opposed 
Sanskrit Knowledge System by the tricks of hide and seek. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 18: 

Participant: Naresh Cuntoor 

Title of paper: Sanskrit is dead, and that’s okay 

Abstract: 

In this paper a critical review of Pollock’s hypothesis of the death of Sanskrit is presented. 
Using a tenuous analogy with European languages and history, the hypothesis advocates 
Sanskrit’s symbiotic relationship with royal power as a means of ensuring power. It claims 
that Indian kings exploited aspects of Sanskrit such as grammar and śleṣa to enhance their 
political status. In turn, royal patronage is said to favor Sanskrit over vernacular languages. As 
a result Sanskrit enjoyed a dominant status until vernacular languages grew in strength and 
acceptability. The narrative is inspired by the European history of cosmopolis in attempting 
to establish a similar status for Sanskrit, and later for Kannada. Once Sanskrit ceded ground 
to vernacular languages, it faced precipitous decline to face death by the turn of 17 th century 
CE, despite valiant revival efforts made by the Muslim rulers in northern India, and later by 
the English colonialists. Further, Sanskrit’s death is considered insignificant because there was 
little original knowledge production in Sanskrit as it is. I shall describe several instances of 
empirical data being sacrificed seemingly because of the necessities of narrative-building. The 
paper raises a few questions for discussion as part of future work. 

  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 19: 

Participant: Ravi Gomatam 

Title of paper: ‘South Asian Knowledge’, Modern Science and Pollockian Indology 

Abstract: 

In his Heidelberg talk, Pollock says, “I do not believe that South Asia’s contribution is the most 
important ever made to world knowledge.” He sees the “usual answers offered in South Asia 
itself” as “nostalgia, hollow cultural pride” and deplorable quackery “that aims to find the 
recipe for cold fusion in some Vedic text.” He speaks of “cosmologies that have been 
thoroughly discredited.”  
 
This [largely] unsubstantiated negative assessment of the Hindu ideas about the natural world 
forms a crucial basis for yet another assertion of Pollock: India rooted in Vedas cannot be 
progressive. For, in holding Vedic texts as “divine and infallible”, Indians can only regress to 
thoroughly discredited modes of knowledge about the natural world. The proper task of 
Indology is to “frame strong hypotheses about the nature of that consciousness and the 
conditions of its transformation.” [italics mine] 
 
In this purva paksha, I shall discuss in detail how Pollock’s readings of Vedic thought are 
rooted in the naïve realistic thinking that originated Western science. It treats the external 
world as “real”, and is now thoroughly discredited by modern science. The discussion will 
pave the way for a later Uttara paksha, introducing a full-blown Vedic empiricism. 
  



 
 
 
 

Abstract 20: 

Participant: Shankar Rajaraman 

Title of paper: A Critical Examination of Western Indologists’ Engagement with Sanskrit 
Poetic Texts in the context of Translation, Editing, and Analysis. 

Abstract: 

Purvapaksa of Western Sanskrit scholarship needs to take a multi-pronged approach. Each of 
the available approaches has its own place in the larger picture. Critiquing Western 
understanding of Sanskrit Kavya literature is one such approach. In this paper, I examine 20 
examples of mistranslations, two of faulty editing, and one of misanalysis by Western Sanskrit 
scholars. I also suggest a method of classifying the mistranslations under different 
heads based on probable cause underlying them. I conclude with a short discussion on how 
Western Indologists must approach Sanskrit Kavya literature. 


