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Problematizing Cosmopolitanism and Cosmopolitan Science 

 

Professor Dhruv Raina 

Professor of History and Philosophy of Science and Education, 

ZHCES, School of Social Sciences, 

Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi – 110067. 

 

As any student of social theory is well aware, the past couple of decades have been witness 

to the critiques of development and modernization theory, that in turn have resulted both in 

an interrogation of central social science concepts, and often enough in their pluralization – 

e.g. multiple modernities is one such concept. Another more contemporary and reflective 

trend is seen in the revival of the field of the history of concepts. The study of 

cosmopolitanism and the invention of cosmopolitan science while broadly situated within 

the field of culture – while members of the scientific community would see the label as 

natural – is socio-theoretically embedded in modernization theory – cf. Beck and 

Nussbaum. However, as has happened with other central concepts of social theory, several 

scholarly attempts are now underway to open up the concept both spatially (outside the 

boundaries of modern Europe) and temporally (going back to antiquity) – in other words a 

pluralisation of the concept is underway. This talk attempts to map the semantic field of 

cosmopolitanism and cosmopolitan science and the related frameworks for writing the 

histories of knowledge or ways of knowing. 

 

 

Cosmopolitanism — The Very Idea… 

 

Professor Kapil Raj 

Directeur d’études, (Research Professor) 

École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales, Paris, France 

 

In spite of the exponential rise in academic interest in cosmopolitanism in recent years, the 

term itself continues to be unclear, meaning different things to different scholars, the prize 

for absurdity going to Sheldon Pollock et al. for their unconsciously ironic refusal to define 

the term “precisely because specifying cosmopolitanism positively and definitely is an 

uncosmopolitan thing to do.” At least one historian of science, Margaret Jacob, has defined 

“being cosmopolitan” as “the ability [predominantly of Europeans] to experience people of 

different nations, creeds and colors with pleasure, curiosity and interest, and not with 

suspicion, disdain, or simply a disinterest that could occasionally turn into loathing.” These 

ambiguities notwithstanding, the interest is almost universally and unequivocally fuelled by 
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a desire for a better world, a world in which difference is a bridge rather than a gaping 

gorge, a hope to be embraced rather than a future to be feared, and, for postcolonial thinkers 

advocating “multiple” cosmopolitanisms, a world freed from the fetters of Eurocentrism. 

The term, however, has a clearly negative connotation in its long history from its origins in 

Cynic thought to the definition of “Cosmopolitain” in the first edition of the Encyclopédie 

(1751), itself plagiarized from the Jesuit Dictionnaire de Trévoux (1721, col.270). And, 

indeed, a close analysis of its use in the early modern world brings to light its almost 

invariably pejorative sense. This talk will recapitulate this etymology before addressing the 

question that brings us together, namely that of the relevance of a cosmopolitan perspective 

rather than, say, one of heterogeneous sociabilities/civilities for reconceptualising the 

history of science as non-Eurocentric, truly global in its character, sensitive both to local 

specificities as well as to the power-determined social asymmetries amongst actors of the 

worlds of knowledge. 

 

 

What does a ‘Global History of Science’ look like?   

Strategizing for a new ‘master narrative’ 
 

Lesley Cormack 

University of Alberta 

 

The traditional overarching story of the historical development of science, made famous by 

a generation of scholars such as Herbert Butterfield, writing after WWII, told an intellectual 

story of the building of modern science, block by block, and leading to the triumph of 

western science as a universal explanatory model.  In recent years, there have been 

numerous challenges to this narrative.  First, we have become aware of the deep richness of 

Islamic science and the constant interconnections among eastern Asia, central Asia, the 

Middle East and Europe for several hundred years before the end of the 16th century.  

Second, we have had to confront the complexity of contacts among cultures and knowledge 

holders all over the world, as Europeans ventured out.  Less successful has been taking this 

into the 20th century, where the triumph of modern western science is still the narrative 

arch.  If the development of natural philosophy and science has been the result of a rich 

interconnection of various intellectual traditions over the years, how should this change the 

way we think of the enterprise itself and its modern history?  Put another way, what would a 

truly ‘global history of science’ look like?  How would it change the way we think of 

modern science and its future?  Or would it?  This paper will sketch out some of the options 
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for telling such a story, and suggest a larger research agenda for understanding the global 

interconnections of science over the longue durée. 

 

 

Hermit and Cosmopolitan, Fully Human: 

German Natural Scientists Before the Nation State 

 

Dr. Robert Michael Brain 

Associate Professor 

University of British Columbia,  

Department of History and Science and Technology  

Studies Program, BC V6T 1Z4, Canada 

 

“There is therefore no doubt that every person who wants to be human in the fullest sense 

must be both hermit and cosmopolitan,” wrote Henrik Steffens in 1810.  Kant’s principle of 

devotion to humanity was real and honorable, Steffans affirmed, but natural science also 

required degrees of trust and intimacy that could only be produced through face-to-face 

acquaintance and continued inhabitation of a particular place.  For Steffens and two 

generations of Germans before 1848 the problem of scientific knowledge demanded an 

orchestration of modes of friendship between local, regional, and cosmopolitan.   

 

Psychological Symptoms in the Vernacular:  

Towards a Cosmopolitan History of Mental Health Science in South Asia 

 

Dr Pradipto Roy 

Welcome Trust Doctoral Research Fellow, 

Department of Psychiatry, NIMHANS 

Bangalore- 560029, Karnataka. 

 

History of madness and mental health in colonial South Asia have largely been discoursed 

within the domain of institutional history of psychiatry. Madhouses and lunatic asylums of 

nineteenth and early twentieth century South Asia have received quite a thorough and 

steady analysis from scholars since the 1980s. Twentieth century developments in 

psychoanalysis in India have also been studied in detail. Psychological symptoms did get 

mention in popular practice beyond the walls of lunatic asylums at least since late 

nineteenth century, though are yet to be incorporated in the discourse. The references to 

psychological symptoms and madness, in private practice, were quite different from lunatic 

asylum descriptions of madness and approaches to insanity, and also from later 

developments in psychoanalysis. In this paper, exploring this yet uncharted domain, I 
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challenge the insular spatiality of history of institutional psychiatry in the subcontinent. I 

emphasize significant dialogues and parallel connections between various strands of 

apparently disconnected developments in global histories of mental health science, which, I 

argue,  did facilitate possibilities of emergence of a cosmopolitan mental health science in 

early twentieth century South Asia,- locally congruent and culturally sensitive while at the 

same time globally applicable. 

 

Like most other places psychiatric care in South Asia in nineteenth century was largely 

custodial and often fulfilled mercantile needs. Morbidity and mortality were high in the 

lunatic asylums; racial, class and gender biases further complicated the scenario. The Indian 

inmates were subjected to profit making productive works as parts of occupational 

therapies, which actually earned the asylum managements quite a lot of money. “Based on 

the annual returns, however, one might conclude that treatment was also a priority, 

sometimes more so than others, but it was not until 1922 that the term ‘lunatic asylum’ was 

changed to ‘mental hospital’, ”1 in keeping with changes in UK2. Psychiatry, like medicine 

was in its formative stage in the nineteenth century and experiences in the tropics did help it 

to emerge out as a discipline in the twentieth century. From its inception in the 1740s, a 

knowledge was being generated within the lunatic asylums of colonial India, which was 

different from its origin, and complexities in medical and psychosocial issues started 

entering the discourses by early twentieth century. Indeed many Indian licentiates and 

graduates were already in private practice by the end of the nineteenth century, as they had 

to work in a subordinate rank within the hegemonic and hierarchic Indian Medical Service 

(IMS or the Imperial service) with little scope of promotion. These doctors, often being 

referred as daktars3, for the first time in the subcontinent started to recognize and treat 

psychological symptoms beyond the walls of the lunatic asylums. They started to bring out 

their own health journals in the vernacular, published psychological issues in their journals 

and books. By early twentieth century, nationalist spirit further helped to build up a 

scientific solidarity, with significant interest being channelized in research and 

manufacturing industry managed and owned solely by the Indians. Significant researches in 

locally available pharmacological substances were done, including researches in healing 

                                                           
1 Weiss. MG, ‘The Treatment of Insane Patients in India in the Lunatic Asylums of the Nineteenth Century’, Indian Journal of 

Psychiatry, (1983), 25(4), 312-316 

2 Since 1920s the lunatic asylums started to be renamed as mental hospitals in UK and other parts of the Empire. The change was 

later reinforced in law by the ‘Mental Treatment Act 1930’, passed by the Parliament of UK. 

3 Mukharji. PB, Nationalising the Body: The Medical Market, Print & Daktari Medicine. Anthem Press, London, 2009 
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traditions of mental health in South Asia- Sarpagandha (reserpine), the western scientific 

discovery of which, however, India missed and what the West caught some twenty years 

later. 

 

I find the vernacular writings of the Indian physicians to contain significant references to 

trans-global developments in medical practice, scientific activities, quackery and lay ideas 

(mostly from outside the 'Empire'). Twentieth century paradigm shifts in psychiatry in UK 

also impacted the mental health professionals in India in complex ways, ultimately yielding 

newer mental hospital architecture and approaches in the 1930s. This paper goes through 

vernacular health journals and popular periodicals in late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century South Asia, and juxtaposes these to the then western medical journals, lunatic 

asylum records and health reports. In conclusion, I propose, possibilities of unpacking 

cosmopolitanism in history of mental health science in South Asia, rather than any 

exclusivist paradigm. 

 

 

Nirmal Kumar Bose’s master-piece Hindu Samajer Gadan (The Structure of Hindu 

Society): an attempt to offer a cosmopolitan approach to the study of Indian 

civilization. 

 

Ms. Srabanti Choudhuri 

Assistant Professor  

Sociology School of Social Sciences,  

Netaji Subhas Open University, Calcutta – 700064 

 

The famous anthropologist and sociologist Nirmal Kumar Bose, tried presenting a versatile 

approach to study the Indian civilization through an integrative lense. He probably 

recognized the multiple elements of the civilization and instead of placing them across a 

stratified hierarchy, was more interested in accommodating them across a continuum that 

shall recognize a harmonious symbiosis between the local and the glocal elements. He was 

of the opinion that none of the elements can belittle the other, therefore a form of 

knowledge to develop sociology as a cosmopolitan science was necessary, where no 

attempt to outdo the other will be allowed. His book, Hindu Samajer Gadan, a work in 

vernacular, and later translated in English, was a case in point, that presented sociology of 

the Indian civilization as a cosmopolitan world-view.  
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The work should be considered for its cosmopolitan texture, for he painted the civilization 

not in monochrome, but in diverse shades of pastel. The work focussed on the various 

gamuts of Hindu culture and how each one of them contributed in constituting a 

cosmopolitan idea of the Indian civilization. He showed festivals have an important role to 

play in the life course of a civilization, and focussed in particular on the spring festival of 

the country. He said the Holi festival finds no references in the classical texts and thus it can 

be stated that it was not a festival of the swanky and the high-heeled. The festival though 

celebrated mostly among the tribes always showed a deep reverence for their superior 

cultural counterparts and tried moulding the festivals along the Vedic cast. But this was not 

to say, that the tribal cultures grew clandestinely in the vedic backyard, since the festival 

thrived in full vigour among the tribal men without looking for any support or 

legitimization from the caste mentors. Bose thus talked of the amalgamation of the two 

cultures and how the one embraced the other. A civilization might grow independently of 

the other at its point of inception but in the course of its journey, it intertwines with the 

civilizations which were not its part.  

 

The same thing can be said of the Konarak temple, that in the course of time developed 

such a strong identity for itself that at times it stood almost impossible to trace back its 

connections with the foreign Mithra cult in antiquity. It was difficult to establish the 

resemblance between the two for the Konarak temple stood on a firm an invincible ground 

furnishing a cosmopolitan culture for India. 

 

The book shows that this way the civilization is enriched by its multiple counterparts which 

cuts across a wide diverse panorama thus transcending the gulf between the higher and the 

lower strata. The civilizations placed away from the apex of the continuum are gravitated 

toward the higher culture and are thus incorporated within its fold. The lower cultures are 

not however thrown out of the gear but they confidently celebrate their native distinction. 

The links between the multiple civilizations become more pronounced with age and the 

umpteen rituals, festivals and the prevalent customs remain a witness to this collaboration. 

Bose was therefore promoting an inclusive character of civilization, where not all 

components were primary in building a form of knowledge, but they joined much later to 

participate in the process.  
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In the life course of the civilization, the secondary elements became such significant, that 

their contribution went on to be counted with the former. Thus for Bose, cosmopolitanism 

refers to a merger between the primary and secondary elements of culture, the latter of 

course are imported from outside, which are not the innate or constituent components of the 

indigenous culture, but nevertheless are the global shades that help complement the 

syncretic civilization.  

 

Presenting such a cosmopolitan view of the civilization, he pioneered a mixed method of 

practice, one which would supposedly dovetail indological studies along with the historical 

and the ethnographic ones, to produce a cosmopolitan history of science. Bose probably 

was aware of this latitude of cosmopolitanism, engulfing the civilizational crust, and 

therefore was prompted to present a cosmopolitan view of sociology as a science of 

studying the mighty civilization. Therefore, the questions to be raised are: 

 

What according to Bose is the cosmopolitan perspective of civilizational studies in India? 

How well can a mixed method approach help us in offering a cosmopolitan world-view? 

Should it be different for individual elements of the civilization, like arts, aesthetics, tribe-

caste nexus, temple architecture and so on? 

How does the book, justify itself as an epitomization of the cosmopolitan science of our 

civilization? 

 

 

Western, New, or Cosmopolitan? Chinese Views on the Origins of Modern Science 

 

Professor Joachim Kurtz,  

Heidelberg University 

Professor Joachim Kurtz 

Cluster of Excellence “Asia and Europe” 

Karl Jaspers Centre, Heidelberg University, Building 4400 

69115 Heidelberg, Germany 

 

By any measure, even the most provincially European—or for that Han Chinese nationalist 

one—the Qing empire (1644–1911) was cosmopolitan in both its make-up and outlook. 

Multiethnic, multilingual and pluri-religious, and founded on an ideal of universal kingship 

designed to accommodate diverse beliefs and customs, the court and many of its subjects 

habitually embraced “ways of thinking, feeling and acting beyond their community.” 
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(Breckenridge et al., 2002) To be sure, Qing cosmopolitanism was as much a tool of 

imperial domination as an expression of social and ethical ideals. Yet, the culture of 

cosmopolitan engagement it fostered benefitted not only the state but also many of its 

constituents.  

 

This is particularly obvious in the realm of the sciences. Texts, objects and practices related 

to subjects as diverse as medicine, geography, mathematics, and astrology circulated and 

were reworked in Chinese, Tibetan, Mongol, and Manchu communities, and integrated 

insights from South and Central Asia and beyond. This culture of exchange and interaction 

also shaped China’s encounter with European knowledges. In my contribution, I will review 

the extended debates about the utility and dangers of appropriating European sciences, 

focusing in particular on the languages in which both advocates and opponents framed their 

arguments about the alleged origins of “new” or “Western” learning and its relationship to 

accepted Chinese knowledges. 

 

 

Commodities and Cosmopolitanism: The Case of Tea 

 

Professor John B. Lourdusamy 

Department of HSS,  

Indian Institute of Technology, Chennai – 600036 

 

This paper tries to drive home the point that histories of crops and commodities can form an 

important part of new approaches to the study and understanding of cosmopolitanism or 

more broadly to the writing of global histories. 

 

Using the case of tea, this paper tries to highlight how material objects (and concerns) 

centred around trade,  embody and produce new cultural categories centred around taste, 

while thus constructing or enhancing cosmopolitanism at both the physical and cultural 

levels. More broadly the paper aims to show how histories of commodities and their flow 

[including the associated flows of money, knowledge, technology, expertise] can be written 

in ways that open new approaches/vistas to study 'global' history and cosmopolitanism  

(especially history of science, technology and medicine) with due attention to the many 

'local's and while focusing on a particular item [tea ,in this case, which invariably brings in 

many other items/elements in their interconnectedness] 
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Cosmopolitan Strands in Science in Colonial and post-independence India 

 

Dr. Sanjay Kumar 

Department of Physics,  

St. Stephen’s College, Delhi – 110007 

 

If cosmopolitanism is taken to be the vision and practices of a world community extending 

beyond the localised concerns of situated lives, then modern physical sciences have been 

cosmopolitan since their birth in Western Europe. This cosmopolitanism has an ontological 

basis in the presumed universal character of the object of study, namely nature, and a 

consciously universal methodology relying upon empirical and rational investigations. It is 

practically realised in exchanges across national boundaries, which go beyond mere ideas 

and recognitions, to exchanges of personnel, techniques and international bodies of 

scientists. It gets further embedded in the self consciousness of practicioners of science as 

working in a world community of scientists not bounded by local and national boundaries. 

However, when the social world is split by hierarchies of power, resources and cultures, the 

self-celebratory cosmopolitan vision and claim of science is inadequate. Situating science 

then requires a framework that is analytically able to disentangle its cosmpolitan character 

from the web of localised practices. The history and sociology of science in colonial and 

post independence India is one area of study requiring such a framework. Critical 

cosmopolitanism as developed by sociologist Gerard Delanty around the key notion of the 

openness of the modern trasformative social practices to the world and global publics is one 

possibility. This paper will look at the work of four scienstists in India, namely Meghnad 

Saha, PC Vaidya, JBS Haldane and Satyendranath Bose to bring out cosmopolitan strands 

in their active scientific lives. 

 

 

Cosmopolitanism and the local in linguistics 

 

Dr. Jobin Mathew Kanjirakkat 

Post Doctoral Scholar 

University of King's College 

Halifax, NS  B3H2A1 Canada 

 

The discipline of linguistics shows an interesting interplay between cosmopolitanism and 

the local. The goal of linguistics, as stated by some of the leading proponents of a 

“scientific” treatment of language, is to develop a theory that explains all of human 
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language. This theory aims to uncover and formally state universal principles and 

constraints. The focus on universals occasionally leads to the sidelining of language-

particular facts that do not sit well with certain theoretical models being built at major 

academic centres. Two examples I discuss are the positing of wh-fronting as a universal 

rule and recursion as a feature of all human languages. I argue that a top-down approach to 

aspects of a phenomenon as universals by disregarding language-particular features is 

problematic, at ethical as well as epistemological levels. 

 

 

Al-Kindi and Cosmopolitanism in Science 

 

Professor Vijaya Shankar Varma 

National Fellow, Indian Institute of Advanced Study 

Rastrapati Nivas, Shimla 171005 

varma2@gmail.com 

 

The first part of my presentation is an account of the work of the Arab philosopher-scientist 

Yakub ibn Ishaq al-Kindi who was in charge of Bayt al-Hikmah – the House of Wisdom, 

set up by the Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad in the 9th c. CE, and in particular, his treatise on 

“Burning Mirrors” whose translation I am working on, and who I present as an exemplar of 

a cosmopolitan scientist. The second part concerns itself with the question ‘Can Science be 

Cosmopolitan?’ culled from the concept note of this seminar, and my answer is yes and no. 

It can be cosmopolitan in how it is engaged in by its practitioners, but as a discipline, 

rigidly bound as it is to its unique validation principle of correspondence with observations, 

it cannot be cosmopolitan. I wish to submit that there are at least two kinds of 

cosmopolitanisms and whereas science can and should admit ‘cosmopolitanism of the first 

kind’ which promotes a plurality of approaches as well as a plurality of practices, and from 

which all disciplinary studies can benefit, it cannot admit to ‘cosmopolitanism of the second 

kind’. Unlike philosophy, for example, which can live comfortably with at least three 

different theories of the Self – the Hellenic, the Buddhist and Nyaya, which is an example 

of this cosmopolitanism of the second kind, science cannot do so because in a similar 

situation it would strive till it found a way of declaring at least two of them invalid. 
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Local Cosmopolitanism: Social, Political and Material:  (+: where do we go from here) 

 

Professor Gordon McOuat 

Professor of History of Science and Technology and  

Contemporary Studies Programmes,  

University of King’s College, Halifax, NS B3H 2A1, Canada 

 

Cosmopolitanism has been conceived as, alternatively, world citizenship, an alternative to 

nationalism and localism, and as a certain kind of homelessness. Recent social 

conceptualisations of cosmopolitanism have downplayed these caricatures of Enlightenment 

decontextualized “universalism” (rarely held by any Enlightenment thinker) replacing them 

with an idea of openness to the stranger and the world, that is always sensitive to place and 

the local. This paper will address some of the main themes of the workshop and the papers 

by bringing new ideas of cosmopolitan things which bring with them the local out into the 

world, open to new reconceptualisations and translations in other locals – a 

cosmopolitanism of objects. 

 

 

*********** 

 

 


