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Abstract and Keywords

This chapter analyzes the cultural features in the ancient world that led to the emergence 
of philosophy as a distinct cultural activity and examines the way in which Indian philoso
phy, in contrast to the cases of Greece and China, may be understood in relation to these 
cultural features. It examines the influence of the technology of writing, as well as of nat
ural-scientific inquiry, especially in the domain of health and medicine, and the transre
gional importance of literacy and science for the project of philosophy, while also showing 
that Indian philosophy functions throughout the classical and into the modern period as a 
relatively discrete intellectual activity. Finally it shows, by comparing the French materi
alist philosopher Pierre Gassendi with Indian philosophers in the mid-1660s, how differ
ences in the two philosophical traditions’ relationships to literacy and science continued 
to play a role in the perception of a philosophical divide between these two traditions.
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Introduction
IN this chapter I would like to outline some broad methodological and historiographical 
considerations that may help to make clear what it is we are undertaking when we under
take to study “Indian philosophy.” The “we” here is meant to refer, principally, to scholars 
and readers who started their intellectual careers with a different default conception of 
philosophy, for whom “European” or “Western” philosophy remains, to speak with the 
structuralists, the unmarked category.

The purpose is not to undertake a study of comparative philosophy, in which the ques
tions and arguments of one tradition are measured against those of another. There is sig
nificant scholarly controversy as to the best methods, and even as to the worthwhileness, 
of such comparative study. Comparison, at a minimum, requires a theoretically neutral 
standpoint that precludes the possibility of interpreting one of the doctrines or traditions 
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under comparison in terms of the other. According to G. E. R. Lloyd, there are in fact two 
core principles that must be adopted for any meaningful comparison: one must avoid gen
eralization, and one must also avoid a “piecemeal” approach, placing individual theories 
alongside one another “as competing answers to the same (probably modern) question 
about the ‘nature of reality.’”1 But if we do not presume to know at the outset what the 
questions are to which ideas and arguments are intended as answers, then our research 
will necessarily be focused on finding these questions, a task that depends largely on dis
covering “the characteristic interests which informed [the] activities in specific social set
tings” of the historical figures we are studying.2

When we turn to the social setting, in turn, we find that it is both possible and fruitful to 
investigate social and technological developments that exercised their influence in (p. 57)

more or less the same way across different cultures and at roughly the same time. Thus 
our principal purpose here is to try to understand certain global or at least hemispheric 
developments of which the rise of classical Indian philosophy may be seen as a local or 
regional inflection. Too often, it is supposed by philosophers and intellectual historians 
that in the absence of textual evidence of broad, Eurasia-wide connections, there can be 
no proper study of ancient intellectual history that would treat India, Greece, and China, 
among other places, as offering evidence of one and the same process at work.

For the case of Greece and India, while the evidence of significant contact outside of the 
domain of philosophy, notably in geography and astronomy, is well established, most re
search on specifically philosophical connections remains speculative and inconclusive. 
But we do not need to adopt a thoroughgoing Marxist or materialist perspective in order 
to approach our subject in such a way as to see the appearance of philosophy, in widely 
dispersed regions and cultures, as in large part a “superstructural” outgrowth of certain 
social and technological developments that we know full well to have occurred in similar 
fashion in different regions of Eurasia, during the period that Karl Jaspers helpfully la
belled “the Axial Age”: roughly 500 BCE to 500 CE.3 Our approach here owes much to the 
work of Karine Chemla on early Chinese mathematics, which systematically disputes the 
legitimacy of the “area studies” approach to intellectual history.4 Chinese mathematics, or 
Indian philosophy, can no more be studied in isolation, as self-contained national or re
gional traditions, than the bubonic plague can be understood as part of the legacy of a 
single nation or region. Culture, like disease, gets around.

It is not, anyhow, as if the textual evidence were nonexistent. Over the past several 
decades there have in particular been many attempts to establish the Indian origins of 
Pyrrhonian skepticism, and here one relies on actual claims made in writing by known 
historical figures, showing, for example, that the principal characteristics of Greek skepti
cism—adiaphora (no inherent self-identity), astathmeta (unstable, uncertain), and 

anepikrita (undecided, unfixed)—have their cognates in the Buddhist triad of anātman (no 
self-identity), anitya (impermanent, unfixed), and duḥkha (unsatisfactory, imperfect).5 But 
the recent scholar who has attempted to establish these equivalencies, Christopher Beck
with, is a relative outlier: most consider that there is not, nor will there be any time soon, 
any conclusive evidence for substantial philosophical exchange between Greece and In
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dia. But beyond the search for a smoking gun, which may always prove elusive, and be
yond the search for cognate philosophical terms that could only arise from shared ori
gins, there are shared practices and shared institutions that undoubtedly are not the pat
rimony of a single nation or region, but rather, evidently, spread through broad processes 
of diffusion that are not traceable with a high degree of historical precision.

When we focus on these, we see that in fact classical Indian philosophy, like its Greek and 
Chinese analogs, develops out of a particular socio-cultural nexus, one that spread across 
a wide swath of Eurasia in the Axial Age. Indian philosophy is a unique response to the 
circumstances that took shape within this nexus, yet notwithstanding its uniqueness it did 
not emerge in a vacuum. This particular character of Indian philosophy, as a unique re
gional inflection of transregional developments, becomes particularly clear (p. 58) when 
we focus, as we shall in the following two sections, on literacy and on natural science, two 
cultural domains often associated with the emergence of philosophy in the ancient world. 
On the basis of the conclusions drawn in these two sections, in the fourth section we will 
focus on the vexed question of what, precisely, philosophy is, and on the reasons for or 
against concluding that there is a generic activity, philosophy, of which one or more 
species arose in the course of India’s history. While we have up until this point been fo
cused on the broad sweep of the history of Indian philosophy, orienting where possible to 
the earliest sources, in the fifth and final section we will turn to an early modern en
counter between European and Indian philosophy—related by the French materialist 
philosopher François Bernier following his long sojourn in Delhi as court physician to the 
Mughal emperor—which brings to the fore the role played by differing conceptions of lit
eracy, of the cultural forms of knowledge-transmission, and of science in the reciprocal 
evaluation by each party to the encounter of the other party’s relationship to philosophy.

Literacy and Orality
It is generally recognized today that the technology of writing played a role in certain im
portant conceptual developments in the ancient world. Jack Goody in particular has com
pellingly argued that the core theological concept of “the Word” was fundamentally 
shaped in the Abrahamic faiths by the transition to a written mode of communication.6

There was also, Goody contends, a direct evolutionary development from the simple prac
tice of list-making, already very common in Babylonian cuneiform writing, to such basic, 
graphic distinctions as the square of opposition, which underlie the forms of logical rea
soning in the classical period of Greek philosophy.7 What, now, are the implications of the 
development of literacy for the history of Indian philosophy?

It is well known that writing was not involved in the long first stage of the transmission of 
the Vedas. Most estimates tell us that there were at least two to three millennia between 
the initial composition of the Vedas and their recording in writing. They were passed on 
through elaborate mnemonic techniques, through an “art of memory,” rather than 
through physical inscription. Of course, a similar development marks the emergence of 
the earliest Greek literature: the epic poems of Homer were memorized long before they 
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were ever transcribed. For a long period of their existence, they were the product of an 
oral art, just as the epic poems of a number of Adivasi groups remain today. Increasingly, 
scholars are appreciating that the transition from orality to writing does not necessarily 
mark a conceptual advancement or an improvement in a given domain.8 The Adivasi tradi
tions of oral poetry are no less rich or complex than the Odyssey, nor indeed than the 
high-culture oral traditions of India that eventually yielded the canonical textual versions 
of the Mahābhārata or the Rāmāyaṇa. Indeed, what is remarkable in the Indian context is 
the fluid boundary between the oral and the textual, as also between the artistic cre
ations associated with “high” and “low” culture. (p. 59) Frequently Adivasi oral traditions 
feature surprising twists on the classic narrative of the canonical epics, and conversely 
there is significant evidence that many of the elements of canonical epic themselves have 
pre-Aryan, tribal origins.9

If Eurocentric philosophers and scholars continue to have trouble acknowledging that the 
high-culture Brahminic intellectual traditions of India amount to philosophy, then a for
tiori there is even more resistance to the idea that traditional cultures with a relatively el
ementary form of social organization, and without complex social institutions such as the 

āśrama or the maṭha, could nonetheless be doing philosophy simply in the transmission of 
their oral cultural traditions. Yet as Guy Bugault observes, all philosophical positions have 
anthropological roots.10 It is just that these roots are less visible to us when it is the philo
sophical tradition we ourselves are born into that is under consideration, while in the 
case of unsystematized oral traditions, in which the philosophical commitments are large
ly implicit or shrouded in metaphor, it takes more work for the outsider to discern the 
philosophical element within the ore, so to speak, of culture. On the basis of considera
tions such as these, some recent Indian scholars, working from a broadly postcolonial 
perspective, have argued that philosophy in India needs to be radically reconceptualized 
in order to free it from its “marked” status in relation to the unmarked category of Euro
pean philosophy, in a way that, among other things, includes “folk” traditions. Thus for 
example Bhagat Oinam envisions for India “a mode of philosophising that need not neces
sarily be from a modernist or western paradigm,” which would “capture the mode of be
lief in creation myths, cosmogony, folklore, practical wisdom, etc.”11

Variants of this plea have long been made by non-European intellectuals seeking to envi
sion a new practice of philosophy that could be decoupled from the textual traditions of 
Europe, or, in some cases, of the Islamic world. Thus, for example, among the declara
tions made at the Commission on Philosophy at the Second Congress of Negro Writers 
and Artists, held in Rome in 1959, is the idea “that the African philosopher must base his 
inquiries upon the fundamental certainty that the Western philosophic approach is not 
the only possible one; and therefore … that the African philosopher should learn from the 
traditions, tales, myths, and proverbs of his people, so as to draw from them the laws of a 
true African wisdom.”12 In many cases, such as the influential work of Kwame 
Nkrumah,13 text-based philosophy is seen as both a “high culture” practice in contrast 
with folk traditions, and it is seen, generally, as being imported from Europe and from the 
Islamic world. On these points, the Indian case is rather different, to the extent that the 
“high” tradition of Vedic commentary, out of which the orthodox darśanas of Indian philos
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ophy develop, is as indigenous as any other cultural tradition in the Indian subcontinent, 
and to the extent that what marks it off as “high” is not its textual character or the litera
cy of its practitioners. In fact, literacy appears largely incidental to the tradition.

There is general scholarly agreement that, in contrast with the European tradition, in In
dia there was never a vigorous reification of “the text,” never a tendency to identify phi
losophy itself with the written inscription of it on palm leaves or in other media. In part 
this difference may be traceable to ecological factors: to the relatively greater (p. 60) diffi
culty of preserving texts in very humid climates. In part, however, literacy seems to have 
influenced Indian philosophy in different ways because the content, methods, and ques
tions central to Indian philosophy were such that the tradition as a whole remained less 
affected by the innovation of writing. In important respects, Indian philosophy remains 
oral even after it has incorporated writing; written texts are generally seen as supple
ments or prosthetics to the “real thing” of philosophy, rather than as the real thing itself.

But what then is the real thing? The short answer is that it is the institution of disciple
ship, or of master-student interaction, the life and dynamism of which the written texts, 
the sūtras, are only partial traces. The sūtras and kārikās themselves are famously cryp
tic, and genuinely do not seem to contain coherent step-by-step arguments or exhaustive 
chains of reasoning. In Guy Bugault’s words, these works are “very succinct mnemotech
nical texts,” intended not to record a doctrine but to help initiates to enter into a dialogi
cal process with a guru.14 Yet it is seriously misguided to suppose that the absence of ar
guments or of step-by-step processes of reasoning signals a general lack of interest in 
such things. Rather, it is simply that the texts are playing a different social function and 
are not intended to be taken as self-contained presentations of a doctrine. Typically, the 
commentaries on the sūtras, the bhāṣyas, are more self-contained, and the further re
moved the commentary is from the context of production of the given sūtra the more it 
can be taken as a self-standing account. To some extent we find parallel examples in the 
European traditions. The textual recording of a ritualized Scholastic disputatio is often far 
from self-contained, for example. But here what we have is a record of an event, whereas 
the sūtras are typically as timeless as they are succinct. They are distilled points of entry 
into a complex and dynamic social institution. If you are reading them from outside of this 
institution, though, they cannot give you full entry on their own, in the way that, say, 
Plato’s dialogues contain quite enough to allow the reader to mentally recreate the exact 
setting and feel of his interactions with Thrasymachus and others.

It is likely that no scholar has emphasized the significance of orality in Indian philosophy 
more than Frits Staal. His conclusions should perhaps be received with some caution, but 
they are certainly drawn from a discernment of tendencies that are really there in the tra
ditions he is studying. Staal maintains that for much of the classical period of Indian phi
losophy, writing was “alright for keeping accounts but it continued to be emphatically and 
meticulously excluded from the ancestral traditions which were considered too pure to be 
written down.”15 As evidence of this claim he cites a remarkable passage of the Aitareya 
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Āraṇyaka, in which a pupil is instructed not to recite the Vedas “if he has eaten flesh, or 
seen blood, or a dead body, or done what is unlawful … or had intercourse, or written.”16

The different relationship to writing in the Indian philosophical tradition would perhaps 
be less important as a point of difference for people outside the tradition seeking to learn 
about it, were it not the case that not just the language, but also the study of the lan
guage, and indeed the philosophical reflection on language as such that forms an integral 
part of this study, themselves are conceptualized within the Indian tradition in ways 

(p. 61) that are directly impacted by the oral medium of their transmission. Thus for ex
ample the “alphabet” of Sanskrit is not really an alphabet, but a sort of systematic demon
stration, following a rigid order, of the phonetic properties of the language. It is not con
ceived for the textual encoding of the language, but for recitation, and as a starting point, 
an enunciation of the atoms, of a systematic philosophy of language. In this respect, as 
Louis Renou and Jean Filliozat remark, an alphabet in the narrow sense would in fact 
have hindered the flourishing of phonetic studies, which again is an element of the study 
of language as such, where language is a primary and central focus of philosophy, to the 
extent that “it would have provided a model of analysis of the sounds of language that 
was practical but not scientific.”17

Entering into a longstanding scholarly controversy, Staal argues that it is not just the 
Vedas but also Pāṇini’s Aṣṭādhyāyī (4th cent. BCE), not just the scriptures but also the 
earliest expression of systematic Indian philosophy of language, that had their initial gen
eration in the context of oral transmission. He attributes to Pāṇini “the masterminding of 
an art that is exclusively mental and oral. It explains, among other things, the extraordi
nary Indian insistence on the importance of the guru.”18 In other words, the particular in
stitution of transmission of Indian philosophy, which has left us the sūtras as only incom
plete traces, was formed early on by a distinctive conception of language that roots it first 
and foremost in speech and breath, and not in inscription. Staal further argues that for 
related reasons it is impossible to understand the content of Indian philosophy without fo
cusing in particular on the formal elements realized in ritual:

The Indian art of scientific composition is ultimately explained by the require
ments of the ritual. For ritual requires precision, accuracy and an extreme degree 
of formality. The form of the mantras is all that counts and it is their form that had 
therefore to be preserved. The emphasis on formality that characterizes the sci
ence of ritual was equally important to the science of language. The latter science 
was also inextricably linked to oral transmission: for grammar exists rakṣārtham, 
‘For the sake of transmission’… The insistence on formal accuracy, the exclusion 
of meaning, and the extraordinary precautions that were taken to preserve the 
Vedas; the concomitant sciences of ritual and grammar—all of these were there
fore rooted in ritual.19

If Staal is right, or even only partially right, the implications for understanding the dis
tinctiveness of Indian philosophical thought are immense. It is not only Yoga, with which 
Westerners happen to be most familiar, but indeed the Indian intellectual legacy in gener
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al, that sees the transmission of knowledge as intrinsically and inseparably connected to 
particular practices of the body, generally social practices, which in themselves have no 
meaning apart from the life and sense with which the intellectual traditions they support 
in turn imbue them. The boundary between essential ritual and casual custom is not terri
bly clear (e.g., is peripateticism a “discipline of the body” that necessarily accompanies 
the true teaching of Aristotelian philosophy?), but from these brief considerations it is al
ready clear that ritual plays a rather greater role in Indian philosophical traditions than, 
say, in Greek ones, and that this role is directly related to a (p. 62) unique understanding 
of the place of writing and of orality in the transmission of philosophical doctrine.

Science
G. E. R. Lloyd, whom we have already cited in the introduction, turned to the study of Chi
nese medicine after long study of the homologous tradition in ancient Greece, on the hy
pothesis that China could serve as a useful point of comparison to test the general convic
tion that new contexts and styles of communication encourage new modes of investiga
tion. In the Greek case, Lloyd believes, concepts such as “nature” and “cause,” which 
seem to have their origin far from any cultural activity we could recognize as science, 
nonetheless “served to rule in or out certain kinds of explanations of disease and thus dif
ferentiate Hippocratic doctors from temple-healers, and persuade listeners to entrust 
their well-being to the former.”20 The styles of reasoning we think of as philosophical, and 
which we contrast with the styles of reasoning of soothsayers or diviners, emerges not in 
the context of debates about the nature of reason itself, but rather in the context of spe
cific approaches to practical problems of medicine.

Can we adopt a similar approach to discerning the roots of Indian conceptions of rational
ity at work in Indian traditions of philosophy? To some extent in the Indian case it is what 
we call “philosophy” that is fairly easy to identify, while science, in turn, generally ap
pears more difficult to pin down. The orthodox darśanas are well-defined areas of inquiry, 
principally into the nature of meaning and knowledge, and in this respect are comparable 
to twentieth-century analytic philosophy. They are not bodies of knowledge about some 
given domain of the world, but rather investigations into what knowledge of any possible 
domain of the world might involve, just as analytic philosophy may be fairly accurately de
scribed not as a science, but as an investigation of the logic and methodology of science.

In Indian philosophy, however, the analysis of knowledge is rather more independent than 
European analytic philosophy of any particular body of knowledge, for instance a body of 
scientific knowledge. Philosophy, in the Indian case, seems fairly uninterested in science, 
and what exactly science is does not appear particularly important to work out or to re
flect on in Indian intellectual history. Put another way, Indian philosophy does not seem to 
contain what elsewhere is called natural philosophy as a proper subpart (as had been the 
case in European philosophy from the pre-Socratics through the eighteenth century) or as 
an incitement to philosophical reflection (as has been the case in the history of analytic 
philosophy). What we find when we look for “science” or “natural philosophy” are the śās
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tras, some of which indeed map fairly well onto discrete scientific domains of Western 
natural science (e.g., rasāyana śāstra, chemistry), while some of which are quite far from 
what is ordinarily thought of as natural science and in fact serve to highlight the overall 
greater importance in Indian history, relative to the study of the natural world, of lan
guage and its expression in poetry and prose. Thus for example the first occurrence of the 
term śāstras is in the pre-Pāṇinian grammarian Yāska’s work, (p. 63) Nirukta, which con
cerns the science of etymology. A śāstra is a “science” in the sense of a body of knowledge 
or a treatise, not in the sense of a body of knowledge narrowly concerning some domain 
of the natural world.

But this distinction, between Western philosophy’s debt to natural science on the one 
hand, and Indian philosophy’s debt principally to the science of language on the other, 
thus making Indian philosophy even more analytic than analytic philosophy itself, may be 
rather too hasty. It may be, rather, that we need to pay more attention to the cultural 
nexus, and to the way in which what we would think of as natural-scientific concerns en
ter into what might from the outside otherwise appear as a rigorously anthropocentric 
and human-science-oriented approach to philosophy. Thus the eminent scholar De
biprasad Chattopadhyaya observes:

Though usually neglected by the historians of Indian philosophy, what Indian sci
ence bequeaths to Indian philosophy is of immense significance. Without noting 
this, we can hardly understand the real source of some of the important trends of 
ancient Indian philosophy, particularly those that have an overtly secular and em
pirical interest.21

Chattopadhyaya has theoretical commitments, notably to the philosophical underpinnings 
of Marxism, that lead him to stress, and likely to overstress, the “secular” and “material
ist” tendencies of classical Indian thought, in contrast, in particular, with what he sees as 
the overemphasis on Vedānta that has characterized so much promotion and pedagogy of 
philosophy in postcolonial India. Yet one does not have to see the practical undertakings 
of ancient Indian thinkers as being motivated by a secular worldview in order to appreci
ate that these undertakings reveal an understanding of empirical methods that we asso
ciate with scientific rationality. Remarkably, as in the Greek case the paradigm domain of 
such activity was medicine, or, rather, Āyurveda, a domain that partially maps onto medi
cine but that includes or engulfs a remarkable number of other disciplines besides, in
cluding what we would think of as “zoology,” “ecology,” and indeed even “physics.” One 
way of working our way into this broad-scoped discipline, somewhat implausible at the 
outset, is by recalling for example the only recently antiquated European science of “op
tics,” as practiced by Descartes, Huygens, Newton, and others, which included the study 
both of the physiology of the eye, the optic nerve, and the brain, and the study of the 
physics of light. Thus it was a complete and relatively discrete science, which studied 
both the human being as well as the natural world, in order to understand a complex phe
nomenon, vision, that presupposes a perceiving, corporeal, and world-bound subject. As 
Chattopadhyaya explains, medicine by itself “create[s] potentials for various other natur
al sciences in their later specialized forms—for physics and chemistry, botany and zoolo
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gy, mineralogy and climatology.”22 The human being is the starting point for understand
ing the world, since both are ultimately constituted from the same stuff.

Chattopadhyaya identifies this “stuff” as bhūta or “matter,” but another way of under
standing the basic commitment of Indian medicine is that the natural world becomes 

(p. 64) interesting in virtue of the fact that it is inhabited by human beings. The Marxist 
author dismisses all the other Indian sciences, particularly the vedāṅgas or “limbs of the 
Veda” such as śikṣā (phonetics), vyākarana (grammar), chandas (metrics), et cetera, as 
“originat[ing] in the priestly circles, as parts of their scriptural lore.”23 A more incisive 
distinction would be the one that distinguishes between the sciences of language or of 
mental activity, on the one hand, and the science of medicine, or of the body, its activity, 
and its place in the natural world, on the other. After all, as in Greece, in India too there 
are certainly divinatory and oracular dimensions to early medicine, and in principle there 
is nothing more “naturalistic” about the study of physical bodies than about the study of 
language.

Chattopadhyaya is at least correct in asserting that the ultimate product of Āyurvedic 

philosophy is “a medically relevant philosophy.”24 In other words, one cannot take the 
measure of Indian philosophy, as a generic activity, as if it consisted in only the various 
orthodox and unorthodox darśanas, for it is also shaped by the practically motivated in
quiry into the functioning of the human body and its place in nature. Just as in the case of 
Greek philosophy and its later legacy, we can come to no clear understanding of the histo
ry of philosophy without paying attention to the history of science.

Perhaps no scholar has understood this point more clearly than the anthropologist Fran
cis Zimmermann, who uses Āyurveda as a point of entry into some of the most general 
questions about Indian cosmology and ontology. Europeans and Americans tend to know 

Āyurveda principally as a dietetic practice, but it also radiates out into all the disciplines 
mentioned by Chattopadhyaya. Zimmermann says that it encompasses far more, and that 
at the same time, in encompassing it also conceals. Where, for example, is the Indian sci
ence that concerns itself with the variety of animal kinds? Zimmermann explains:

There is no zoology in ancient India; there are catalogues of meats. The separation 
of the diverse provinces of knowledge privileges the “utilitarian” or anthropocen
tric disciplines such as medicine, and devalues the “pure” sciences’: the rudi
ments of zoology and botany are literally dissolved into pharmacy. But this phar
macy presupposes for its part a cosmic physiology: the world as a network of nu
triments and as a series of successive types of cooking and digestion.25

The “devaluation” does not lead to an eradication, but rather an absorption. What begins 
as an empirical matter—how to cure illness and maintain health—finishes in a cosmologi
cal scheme that not only catalogues all plant and animal kinds, but also places them in an 
all-encompassing scale of being that measures and evaluates by reference to the common 
triad of the guṇas, the “three ‘aspects’ of empirical existence: sattva, the luminous and 
pure component, rajas, passion, and tamas, the shadows of ignorance.”26
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Scholars and observers both ancient and contemporary have observed, moreover, that 
medicine in India overlaps not only with other seemingly theoretical endeavors such as 
zoology, but also with other practical endeavors such as alchemy. The eleventh-century 
Arab voyager al-Bīrūnī ridicules Indian alchemy as “witchcraft” in his Indica, (p. 65) and 
in turn mentions “a science similar to alchemy which is quite peculiar to them. They call 
it Rasāyana, a word composed with rasa,” which al-Bīrūnī translates as “gold” but which 
in the context of this particular śāstra refers more precisely to mercury. He goes on to ex
plain that this is “an art which is restricted to certain operations, drugs, and compound 
medicines, most of which are taken from plants.”27 What al-Bīrūnī describes is fairly close 
to the tradition of “iatrochemistry,” which would only come to maturity in Europe after 
the Renaissance, and which motivates practical experimenters, in the interest of main
taining bodily health, to learn the properties of metals and other chemical substances. 
Pace al-Biruni, there does not seem to be any clear way of distinguishing between 

rasāyana and alchemy, any more than in the European case we can say precisely where 
alchemy leaves off and chemistry begins. What we find in fact is a complex cultural prac
tice involving both practical operations and theoretical presuppositions, some of which 
would turn out to be scientifically well-founded from a Western point of view, and some of 
which would not.

Significantly, the practical investigations of alchemy or chemistry mingle in certain peri
ods and regions not only with Āyurveda, but also with Yoga, the orthodox darśana that has 
the clearest and most prescriptive practical component. Marco Polo and François Bernier, 
in the thiteenth and seventeenth centuries respectively, both identify Yogis as “al
chemists.” Bernier writes that these people “know how to make gold and to prepare mer
cury so admirably that one or two grains taken every morning restore the body to perfect 
health.”28 What is the connection between the two? As David Gordon White explains in a 
detailed study of the Siddha tradition, “[s]ince the time of the Vedas, rasa—the fluid ele
ment found in the universe, sacrifice, and human beings—has been more or less identi
fied by Indians with the fount of life. All fluids, including vital fluids in humans, plant 
resins, rain, the waters, and the sacrificial oblation, are so many manifestations of 
rasa.”29 As with the guṇas underlying the study of both zoology and dietetics, relatedly, 
here, we see rasa uniting what might otherwise appear very diverse fields of inquiry. The 
term rasa may be variously translated as “essence,” “taste,” or “juice.” It thus includes 
within its semantic field ideas that in the history of Western philosophy would come to be 
starkly opposed: essence pertains to what a thing really is, while its taste, to speak with 
Locke, is a secondary property par excellence. The theoretical entities one starts out with 
determine the scope and range of a given field of inquiry. And thus, in the present case, 
as White explains, “the Siddhas, the Yogis, of medieval India were both alchemists (Rasa 
Siddhas) and pioneers of hatha yoga (Naath Siddhas). Yoga and alchemy were comple
mentary, interpenetrating disciplines for the medieval Siddhas.”30

The way the sciences are separated out and bounded off from one another is shaped, ulti
mately, by prior theoretical commitments, some of which may be philosophical and some 
of which may be simply cultural. The placing of the boundaries may in turn create the il
lusion from the outside that a given science “does not exist” within a given culture. As a 
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general rule, however, it is safe to say that in any complex civilization, such as ancient In
dia, if the science appears not to exist this likely has much to do with the unreasonable 
expectation of the outsider that it exist in a discrete form, clearly bounded off and identi
fied as a science. The perception of such lacunae can be made harder to (p. 66) overcome 
by the self-contained nature of a given area of inquiry within a given intellectual culture. 
Thus as early as al-Bīrūnī there is an impression of “the self-conceit of the Hindus, and 
their depreciation of anything foreign.”31 He believes this tendency is worse in the 
present age and acknowledges a historical appreciation of Greek contributions in science. 
He mentions the astronomer/astrologer Varāhamira (6th cent. CE), who observes that 
“[t]he Greeks, though impure, must be honoured, since they were trained in sciences, and 
therein excelled others. What, then, are we to say of a Brahman, if he combines with his 
purity the height of science?”32 Al-Bīrūnī sees this as faint praise, since the essence of the 
statement is that Brahminic learnedness surpasses Greek science, even if it is absorbing 
the discoveries of Greek science, to the extent that it alone provides the right philosophi
cal and theological nexus for appreciating the truth of what this science teaches.

As is well known, science, or the idea of science, has been put to work for a variety of na
tionalist ends in postcolonial India. As Gyan Prakash observes, through a sort of “‘fabu
lous retroactivity’, to use Jacques Derrida’s felicitous phrase, the idea of Hindu science 
brought into being the nation for which it assumed a prior existence.”33 This is certainly 
not to say that there was no premodern Indian science, but only that it is characteristic of 
the modern period to reinvent the aims and concerns of the ancestors in such a way as to 
make them match our own. One thing we learn, as scholars and historians of philosophy, 
whether of the ancient Indian or the ancient Greek world, is that when we cease to make 
our premodern predecessors into anticipations of ourselves, we find them engaging in in
quiries that are in certain respects continuous with our own “science,” but that are em
bedded within a nexus of philosophical presuppositions that make their scientific project 
radically discontinuous with the modern one in either postcolonial India or “the West.”

Philosophy
But what is philosophy? Up until the present point we have been deploying this term as if 
its meaning were transparent. Indeed, the fact that it is possible to write about the Indian 
strain of this activity appears to presuppose that we know the answer to this question. Yet 
whatever the answer is, it is by no means obvious. The question is however as important 
as its answer is obscure, since if we are hoping to discern the broader transregional cul
tural developments that give rise to philosophy, it seems we should also be able to proper
ly and rigorously identify this expression of culture, and to bound it off from other expres
sions.

At a minimum, we may suppose that “philosophy,” understood in a way that describes the 
intellectual activities of geographically separate regions, is not and cannot be a proper 
noun. If it were, it could not be used to designate a cluster of intellectual traditions in a 
region of the world that, until the last few centuries, did not use this term as a matter of 
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self-description and had no direct, significant genealogical connection to the (p. 67)

philosophoi of ancient Greece. “Philosophy,” we must therefore presume, is more like 
“dance” than like “ballet”: it is an activity in which human beings engage in vastly differ
ent places and times, not because of historical or geographical links between them, but 
simply because they are human and are exercising innate human mental capacities; it is 
not a particular geographically or historically circumscribed tradition. Yet a further prob
lem arises when we recall that even in the circumscribed tradition of the philosophoi and 
their descendants, there is no clear set of problems or methods that a given thinker must 
take on in order to be held to be doing philosophy. Pythagoras, Paracelsus, and Quine are 
united only by loose tradition, not by an overlap of interests or of ideas about how these 
interests should be pursued. They are united by genealogy, but share no perceptible 
traits. How, then, can we pretend to know what philosophy is, in a historical-geographical 
domain in which that term is not used, if we have no clear criteria, other than genealogy, 
for determining what philosophy is in the domain where the term is used?

It is in part considerations such as these that have led some scholars to judge, for reasons 
that have nothing to do with Eurocentrism, that intellectual traditions that developed in
dependently of the philosophia of classical Greece should not be considered philosophy. In 
the field of Chinese intellectual history, for example, many scholars are now prepared to 
ask, with Anne Cheng, not only: “Is there Chinese philosophy?” but also: “Is this a good 
question?”34 There are, certainly, many important points of disanalogy between the Chi
nese and the Indian cases, and likely because of these we do not see as intense a reflec
tion in the recent scholarship on whether or not it is appropriate to speak of “Indian phi
losophy.” One point of difference that is often evoked is that the most influential home-
grown Chinese traditions, most importantly Confucianism, have traditionally been fo
cused on ethics and statecraft, to the exclusion of logic, epistemology, and metaphysics: 
all of which are indisputably at the center of attention in the orthodox Indian darśanas
that are generally in mind when we speak of Indian philosophy. But “How should I live?” 
and “What is the best sort of state?” are philosophical questions too—indeed in the Indian 
context these are questions at the heart of the Arthaśāstra of the second century CE, and 
if the idea of a home-grown Chinese philosophy can be called into question by Chinese 
scholars, then the idea of an Indian philosophy can as well.

As Guy Bugault emphasizes, one crucial desideratum in seeking to answer the question of 
whether there is such a thing as Indian philosophy is that double standards must be 
avoided at all costs. If a criterion is deployed for determining whether some expression of 
culture is philosophy or not in one case, then it must be retained for all other cases as 
well. If Mīmāṃsā is to be deemed non-philosophy on the grounds that it is principally de
voted to scriptural commentary and to establishing the unassailable truth of the Vedas, 
then the great bulk of European Scholastic philosophy, notably Thomas Aquinas’s Summa 
Theologica, must be rejected on the same grounds as well. Bugault bemoans the wide
spread absence of first-hand knowledge of Indian sources among scholars who are 
nonetheless prepared to make declarations as to whether or not there is such a thing as 
Indian philosophy, as well as the “familiarity through rumor—the (p. 68) very lowest de
gree of familiarity—,” which can “give rise to hasty position-taking,” and “strengthen a 
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priori value judgments: all things that are incompatible with a methodical and scientific 
approach.”35 Another grave error is the failure to “compare what is comparable,” failing 
to recognize, for example, that the Bhagavad-gītā is a didactic interlude in the middle of 
an epic poem, and thus, cannot be suitably compared to the Critique of Practical Reason.
(A more suitable comparison might be the “Grand Inquisitor” chapter of Dostoyevsky’s 

Brothers Karamazov, which takes a break not from poetry but from prose in order to en
gage in a more or less straightforward reflection on moral philosophy.) The European tra
dition broadly speaking has produced both The Brothers Karamazov and The Critique of 
Practical Reason (and Lucretius’s epic poem, De rerum natura). All of these are held to 
be, in some way, contributions to philosophy. The variety of expressions of Indian philoso
phy is equally great.

It is commonly noted that there is no single Sanskrit term that accurately translates the 
Greek “philosophia,” neither as a morpheme-for-morpheme calque, nor as a borrowing, 
nor, finally, as an independently arising term that unambiguously denotes the activity of 
philosophy. But the absence of a term that unambiguously denotes the activity likely has 
more to do with the ambiguity of the activity itself. If no one knows the semantic bound
aries of a term in the group of languages that share it as a cognate, then it stands to rea
son that no one is going to be able to come up with a clear rule for how and when to ex
tend it to linguistic communities that do not share this cognate.36

If we cannot find a satisfying equivalence between “philosophy” and a native Indian term, 
so much of the core vocabulary of the orthodox schools has such close equivalents in 
Greek and Latin philosophy that it seems natural to suppose that this vocabulary signals 
the existence of a parallel tradition of philosophy: perception, inference, atom, and so on. 
But again, one need not take an interest in such things in order to be doing philosophy. 
There simply are no necessary and sufficient conditions for identifying a given intellectu
al undertaking as philosophy, and if we unbind the designation from the historical lineage 
of the Greek philosophoi, then we are compelled to acknowledge that what will get called 
philosophy, and what will not, is a matter of choice, or of the collective will of scholarly 
communities.

In the parallel Chinese case, there is in fact, as we have already seen, much resistance to 
the idea that “philosophy” is something we ought to be looking for at all. The common 
term to translate philosophy, zhexue, was borrowed only in the nineteenth century as a 
calque of the Japanese neologism tetsugaku, itself coined to designate a distinctly import
ed and non-indigenous activity. In the Chinese case, Confucius and the other major fig
ures came to be retroactively conceived as practitioners of zhexue as part of a political 
transformation in early Republican China, in which, as Jeremy Tanner explains:

thinkers like Fung Yu-lan sought both to modernize traditional Chinese thought 
and to show that Chinese tradition could contribute to the project of philosophy as 
a universal patrimony. This entailed a massive transformation in the institutional 
transmission of Chinese thought. Traditional teachings handed down in jia 

(lineages) by scholar-officials —for whom painting, calligraphy, poetry were all 
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part of an integral (p. 69) literati culture alongside the canons—became academic 
philosophy taught in university departments on the Western model. The traditional 
teachings were rethought through the categories of Western philosophy in order 
to be presented as a sufficiently systematic body of thought and sufficiently orient
ed to the same problems as their Western counterpart, to be dignified with the ti
tle ‘philosophy’.37

On this question, it would appear, the Indian case could not be more different. There does 
not have to be any major reconceptualization of the activities of the authors of the sūtras
of the orthodox darśanas in order for them to be conceived as the homologues of Plotinus, 
Epicurus, or Thomas Aquinas. In the British and post-British periods there has never been 
any serious questioning of whether India had native intellectual traditions that were mar
ginalized, and thus comparable to, the British philosophy curriculum that had been im
ported and imposed. In postcolonial India the concern has consistently been with recov
ery and revitalization of Indian philosophy, not with restyling ancient traditions as 

philosophy. In large part this difference appears to have to do with real differences of 
concern between India and, say, China. India really was premodern Asia’s source for sys
tematic speculation about the nature of reality and the boundaries of human knowledge 
of that reality. Some of this speculation was exported to much of the rest of Asia via Bud
dhism, and indeed indigenous traditions elsewhere in Asia involved reflection on the na
ture of reality and of human knowledge (just as all human cultures do), but much more 
work of separation and systematization has to be done by the outside scholar in order to 
discern this. India represents a special case, a fact that appears to be confirmed by the 
absence of any neologism or calque meant to convey the precise meaning of the Greek 

philosophia. They did not need such a term for a newly imported practice, since they had 
their own plainly equivalent practice, and a robust set of terms to describe it.

Early Modern Encounters
We have been focusing, for the most part, on premodern developments, yet the contrasts 
and affinities we have discerned continue well into the modern period. One of history’s 
most remarkable cross-cultural encounters between representatives of different philo
sophical traditions, or at least one of the most remarkable such documented encounters, 
took place in India well before the British colonial period, at the height of the Mughal Em
pire, between representatives of the Sanskrit Indian, Persianate Islamic, and European 
traditions. In the mid-1660s the French natural philosopher, physician, and disciple of the 
materialist Pierre Gassendi, François Bernier, was introduced by his Muslim host in India, 
Dānismand Khān, to a pandit, who remains unnamed in Bernier’s report but has been 
speculatively identified by P. K. Gode as Kavīndrācārya Sarasvatī, a Maharashtrian schol
ar and manuscript collector, and an important intermediary between Persianate Muslim 
learning and the Sanskrit tradition.38 Bernier is there (p. 70) to serve as a court physician 
to the Mughal rulers, but he has also passed his time, so he claims, translating Descartes 
and Gassendi into Persian, and loses no opportunity to communicate with his hosts on 
philosophical matters. He is well integrated into the Persianate Muslim world, even to the 
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extent of being able to undertake significant translation projects in Persian, which is the 
language of the ruling elite throughout northern India under the Mughals. At the same 
time, the Sanskrit tradition remains a mere curiosity to him, and to some extent here he 
is simply reflecting the intellectual attitude of his Muslim hosts.

The very possibility of his encounter with the Sanskrit pandit is a result of the fact that 
one of his Muslim hosts, Dārā Shikuh, was unusually interested in “interfaith dialogue,” 
though of a sort that is premised on the conviction that the Upaniṣads, properly under
stood, reflect and confirm the fundamental, revealed truth of the Qur’ān.39 Bernier him
self is far less ecumenical; he tends to understand Sanskrit traditions of learning as crys
tallizations of Indian folk traditions. In this harsh judgment, however, Bernier is in part 
importing battles he has already long been fighting in Europe. In effect he is disappointed 
to see Indian popular tradition unwittingly favoring the world-view of Gassendi’s adver
saries such as Robert Fludd, particularly in their interpretation of a recent eclipse as a 
harbinger of supernatural wrath, rather than as a natural phenomenon “of the same na
ture with so many others that had preceded without mischief.”40 Bernier believes that his 
Muslim interlocutors are better disposed to appreciate the force of his own rigorously 
naturalistic philosophical views. He describes the great Mughal himself, “though he be a 
Mahumetan,” as “suffer[ing] these Heathens to go on in these old superstitions,”41 simply 
for the sake of maintaining social harmony. Plainly, Bernier perceives the educated mem
bers of the Persianate Muslim elite as his equals, and as following, as members of both an 
Abrahamic faith and of a broadly Aristotelian philosophical tradition, in the same broad 
intellectual heritage as European Christians. The Hindus, by contrast, are conceptualized 
negatively, as heathens, which is to say as people without a proper faith at all.

As Bernier goes on to describe his interactions with the pandits, we see that he hardly 
brings to the encounters an openness to learning, instead presenting himself as hearing 
what the pandit has to say as effectively nothing more than “tales”:

When I was weary of explaining to my Agah those late discoveries of Harvey and 
Pecquet in Anatomy, and of discoursing with him of the Philosophy of Gassendi 
and Des-cartes, which I translated to him into Persian (for that was my chief em
ployment for five or six years) that Pendet was our refuge and then he was obliged 
to discourse and to relate unto us his stories which he deliver’d seriously and 
without ever smiling. ‘Tis true, that at last we were so much disgusted with his 
tales and uncouth reasonings, that we scarce had patience left to hear them.42

Bernier listens attentively enough to be able subsequently to recall from memory, and 
more or less accurately, the six schools of āstika philosophy. He also identifies Buddhism 
as a nāstika school, “but this is not so common as the others, the Votaries of it being 

(p. 71) hated and despised as a company of irreligious and atheistical people.”43 Bernier is 
simultaneously attentive and dismissive, curious and contemptuous, and his negative 
judgments flow from his status as a libertine materialist philosopher in the battle against 
superstition back home in Europe. Bernier does recognize tendencies that bring certain 
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Indian traditions closer to his view than others, traditions for example “which approach 
the opinions of Democritus and Epicurus.”

This is particularly clear when we turn not to his interpretation of what the pandit tells 
him, but to his own account of his efforts to teach his Indian interlocutors about what he 
himself knows. He relates for example a remarkable, indeed absurd, effort he had made 
at some point to give an impromptu lesson in physiology by cutting open a few live 
beasts. The image of Bernier eviscerating a goat in front of an audience of horrified pan
dits could very well serve as an emblem of the difficulties of communication between in
tellectual traditions. There are not just linguistic boundaries and basic cultural prejudices 
in play here, though surely these do in large measure determine the limits of mutual un
derstanding. Beyond these, also, there are plainly different standards of what constitutes 
proper inquiry, and to some extent Bernier is rightly discerning a cultural and method
ological difference between his own basic commitment to experimentation and empirical 
confirmation as the supreme source of knowledge, on the one hand, and on the other a 
tendency to rely on the authority of tradition.

These differences, in turn, may be traced back ultimately to differences in the mecha
nisms of knowledge transmission, on the one hand, and in the conception of the purposes 
of natural-scientific inquiry on the other. The orality and anthropocentrism that shaped 
the earliest period of Indian philosophy, and that have played an important role in all 
Eurasian intellectual traditions, would serve as the distal causes of the appearance of ut
ter difference between the thought worlds of the learned men of seventeenth-century In
dia, and the French materialist philosopher and experimentalist who sought them.
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