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Abstract

Whose international matters, and why? How are geographic regions constructed? What are the
channels of engagement between a place, its people, its institutions, and the world? How do we
understand the non-West’s influence in contemporary global interactions? From humanitarian-
ism and activism to diplomacy and institutional networks, South Asia has been a crucial place for
the elaboration of international politics, even before the twentieth century. South Asia Unbound
gathers an interdisciplinary group of scholars from across the world to investigate South Asian
global engagement at the local, regional, national, and supra-national levels, spanning the time
before and after independence. Only by understanding its past entanglements with the world can

we understand South Asia’s increasing global importance today.
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One month after Pakistan’s independence, Lord Mountbatten, the subcontinent’s
final viceroy who stayed on as independent India’s first governor-general, invited
Mohammad Ali Jinnah to London to preside over an exhibition showcasing “the Art
of India and Pakistan.” The Qaid-e-Azam asked to change it to “the Art of Hindustan
and Pakistan.” No single country, he argued, held the rights to the name “India.”
Jinnah was unsuccessful.z Since 1947, “India” has exclusively been used to refer
to Pakistan’s neighbour - the neighbour that, by inheriting the Raj’s treaty rights,
obligations and diplomatic infrastructure, claimed the mantle of key successor to
the Indian Empire. It was only decades later that an alternative name for the region
as a whole, “South Asia,” started appearing. Even then, compared to geographic
notions such as East Asia or the Middle East, or even the much more recent Indo-
Pacific, the term met limited success. While South Asia was intended to replace
“India” or “Indian subcontinent” in the post-colonial, post-partition era, the latter
two terms nevertheless remain often more immediately recognizable. Not only
that, but the very attempt to do away with them ends up, more often than not,
underscoring India’s long shadow over the region.
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These naming issues betray the deep instability of the notion of South Asia, not
just as a regional identity marker but as a category of analysis. The concept of “South
Asia” gained currency in the 1980s, at a time when Indian political elites championed
the Indira Doctrine, a programmatic statement of Delhi’s ambition to be South Asia’s
recognized hegemon, with a duty to preserve peace in the region to the exclusion
of any other power.3 Though couched in a Nehruvian discourse of fraternity and
civilizational brotherhood, this was still a power-laden region-building effort, and it
pushed India’s smaller neighbours to craft new geographies for themselves. Pakistan
asserted its links to a wider Islamic world centred on western Asia, while Sri Lanka
asserted the primacy of the Indian Ocean as its geographical context and unsuccess-
fully sought entry into the Association of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN). Like
many geographic notions referring to world regions, talking of South Asia therefore
rests on a certain understanding of the international. More than many of these terms,
perhaps, it is also shot through with powerful centre-periphery dynamics, including
in the construction and dissemination of academic and popular knowledge.

This book seeks to give texture to South Asia as a regional space through an
extended, multi-vocal investigation of its interaction with the rest of the world.
Individually and collectively, our chapters ask three sets of questions: what shapes
has this interaction taken? Who has effected, transmitted, and imagined this
engagement between South Asia and the world? And, last but not least, what have
these varieties of internationalism done for the notion of who, or what, is South
Asia? Implicit in all these questions is the idea that internationalism has been, for a
range of reasons, core to the way that South Asia’s inhabitants have made sense of
their lives and of their worlds. This internationalism has, in turn, decisively shaped
the conditions for the development of their identities and societies. In other words,
we argue that the very idea of South Asia is the product of such internationalisms
— a deeply unstable, multi-faceted region whose geographical contours depend, in
part, on who is involved in defining them, and when. The international, in short,
makes South Asia come unbound.

This volume seeks to “unbind” South Asian internationalism in several ways.
First, it centres South Asia, and South Asians, as key drivers of international
exchange. The internationalist imaginaries and endeavours found across the
following chapters were not enforced from outside the subcontinent. Rather,
they emerged through processes of engagement and entanglement, in which a
wide range of South Asian actors took leading roles. As such, South Asia Unbound
questions Eurocentric understandings and chronologies of international relations,
revealing alternative centres of internationalist activity. To do this, this volume
unpacks the spatial and temporal moments where the distinction between the
international and the national, between the foreign and the domestic, and indeed
between South Asia and “the rest of the world,” have been blurred.+ Chapters also
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highlight how different “moments of decolonization” (from the transfer of power in
British India in 1947 to India’s annexation of Goa in 1961) threw open, or conversely
closed down, alternative modes of imagining, belonging, action, and geopolitics —
modes that often exceeded the limits of the would-be nation-state.

South Asia comes further unbound in these pages in the sense that investi-
gating international contacts and imaginations helps us question the historical
and historiographical construction of India as the region’s centre of gravity. Like
other strands of scholarship, international history and international relations
show an overwhelming attention to India at the expense of its neighbours. This
is understandable, not least because access to archives in, for example, Pakistan
or Myanmar has been comparatively difficult historically. However, it threatens
to flatten the history of South Asia, rather than acknowledging some of the ways
forms of internationalism both paralleled and diverged in the era of decolonization
—atime of vast social and political change, both within the subcontinent and across
the world. This book problematizes India’s centrality in two ways. First it brings
other South Asian states and state-claimants into view, in this instance through
chapters focusing on Bhutan, Afghanistan and Pakistan. These chapters offer a
simultaneously comparative and connective history of South Asian internation-
alism, revealing shared historical roots but also an increasingly diverse array of
motivations for, attitudes to, and interpretations of international engagement.

Second, South Asia Unbound interrogates “India” as a monolith, providing a
more textured definition that emphasizes sub-national and trans-regional forms of
internationalism. We particularly pay attention to the borderlands between India
and the rest of the world, whether Kerala (whose location at the tip of the Indian
peninsula should not elide the fact that it was strongly connected, via the ocean, to
other places) or, pre-transfer of power, the borderlands between Arakan and the
Chittagong Hill Tracts (today deemed, for highly contingent reasons, “Burmese”
and “Bangladeshi” territory). Moreover, while many of the actors mentioned in this
book might be considered “Indian” in one way or another (be they Ugandan Asians,
South Africans of Indian descent, Goans in Dar-es-Salam, or Malabari migrants to
Malaya), “India” itself was not necessarily the centre of their lives — neither as a
territorial entity, nor as a civilizational homeland, a political project, or a place to
live and realize one’s aspirations. This book, then, counters narratives that merely
use “South Asia” as a stand-in for “India.”

Embodied Internationalisms

In an effort to complicate what, or whose, “international” gets remembered or forgot-
ten, we adopt a more capacious definition of internationalism. South Asia Unbound
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extends its focus beyond ideologies and supra-national institutions to look at inter-
nationalism through, and from the vantage point of, its human actors. These count
among them statesmen and royals, scholars and intellectuals, refugees, migrants,
anti-apartheid and peace activists, teachers-turned-separatist militants, as well
as popular singers, writers, and artists. With the exception perhaps of the Islamist
intellectual Abu I’-A’la Mawdudi, few of them can be considered usual suspects in his-
torical narratives of South Asian international relations. At best, they are secondary
characters in broader histories, like B.S. Moonje who helped shape the development
of Hindu Nationalism in the late colonial era, as Stephen Legg shows in his chapter.

By revealing the role Moonje and others had in shaping networks of interna-
tional activism and imagination within and without South Asia, we contribute to
a recent historiographical shift that has seen historians and others move beyond
figures like Jawaharlal Nehru, once too readily assumed to be the fount of Indian
internationalism and foreign policy. The high level of continuity in foreign policy
institutions between late colonial and early independent India (notably through the
dominance of ex-ICS officers in the so-called Nehruvian era) has been repeatedly
pointed out, not least in a spate of recent biographies that retrace the contributions
of individual diplomats like Srinivasa Sastri, Vijaylakshmi Pandit, or Subimal Dutt.
The paucity of work on the international history of India’s neighbours means that
their statesmen and diplomats — like the Sikkimese King Palden Thondup Namgyal
and the Bhutanese Prime Minister Jigmie Palden Dorji, discussed by Swati Chawla,
who defended their countries from incorporation into India upon the transfer of
power in 1947 — have not benefited from such attention.

This book does not centre statesmen, however. By placing them amid other
actors, we suggest possibilities for non-state-centred international histories of
South Asia. Peopling this story restores an international ecosystem constituted
by day-to-day encounters and initiatives by a multiplicity of actors — encounters
that were small-scale, ground-level, not always state-led, and often invisible. These
actors may not consciously have thought of themselves as internationalists, but
their lives made little sense without their engagement with the world “out there,”
beyond the limits of the nation-state.

South Asian internationalists accordingly did not share a single way of imag-
ining South Asia. Indeed, their diverse understandings of its place in the wider
world (and its contributions to it) often competed with one another. Where some
saw the subcontinent as a vanguard of the Islamic world, others argued in favour
of the Himalayas as a single cultural and political sphere, clearly distinct from the
“Indian” one. Some conversely looked east. As Yorim Spoelder shows, the invet-
erate traveler-networker-scholar Kalidas Nag harked back to the past, arguing
that Greater India had, pre-European colonization, provided the civilizational
inspiration not just for Angkor and Borobudur’s architecture, Javanese theatre, or



SOUTH ASIA UNBOUND 19

most Tai-Burmese scripts: its influence had travelled much further than peninsular
Asia, all the way to Micronesia, Melanesia, and Polynesia, and it decisively inspired
their societies. By expanding French Orientalist notions of India’s civilizing influ-
ence beyond Southeast Asia and into the vast Pacific Ocean, Nag was arguably
envisioning a future where, with colonialism receding from the “sea of islands,”
India would recover its entire global footprint.5 This idea still shapes current-day
Indian perspectives on the “Indo-Pacific.” Meanwhile, as Kalyani Ramnath shows,
for people like the estate clerk Antonio Cecil Pereira, born in a family with ties
both in Malabar and Malaya, life and belonging were anchored in the circulatory
movement around the Bay of Bengal. Space, as such, was less important to Pereira
than networks.

Our emphasis, therefore, is on internationalism as a lived, embodied experience.
At times an intellectual or cultural (pre-)disposition, it can also be a mode of living
or a political choice, and sometimes still the result, often laden with painful conse-
quences, of living at the interstices between empires and nation-states. Sometimes
this takes place all at once, sometimes at different points in a person’s life. That
this internationalism is lived does not mean it is necessarily a chosen experience.
One of the principal axes of difference revealed in this volume is between actors
for whom crossing or acting across the borders of states and empires, and indeed
thinking through them, was a conscious choice, pursued with intent, and those
for whom it was not - that is, those who had internationalism imposed on them
by the circumstances of their lives. There is a big difference between Kalidas Nag
and Antonio Cecil Pereira. The first dedicated his life to disseminating his theories
of India’s global footprint across intersecting internationalist scholarly circles.
The second was forced to reconsider his sense of attachment and belonging by the
advent of Indian independence. The situation was even more extreme in the case
of the Asian families discussed by Ria Kapoor, expelled from Uganda and rejected
by successive governments across the world.

To speak of internationalism as a lived experience brings to the fore the role of
emotions and interpersonal relations. Our contributors speak of the constitutive
role of friendship and fellowship sentiments for the development of the Sarvodaya
Movement’s international pacifist networks (Carolien Stolte’s chapter), Pakistani
intellectuals’ ties to Afro-Asian literary circles (Ali Raza’s chapter), or the South
African activist Phyllis Naidoo’s lifelong struggle to fight apartheid across borders
(Annie Devenish’s chapter). For the popular Afghan singer Ahmad Zahir, internation-
alism was an articulation of hope and aspirations, through cultural miscegenation
and cross-pollination, as Mejgan Massoumi illustrates. Internationalism, however,
could also provoke feelings of disgust, like that B.S. Moonje felt while wandering
the streets of 1930s London. Moonje’s repulsion solidified his sense of isolation and
Indian exceptionalism, and they, in turn, informed his Hindu nationalist ideology.
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Family ties, meanwhile, could enable concerted international lobbying. Thondup,
Sikkim’s king, and Bhutan’s Prime Minister Jigmie were first cousins who had
been brought up together. This enabled them to mount a concerted campaign in
defence of their countries’ sovereignty in 1947. Yet the same family ties, along with
male-centric understandings of citizenship, could relegate people to a no man’s
land between countries none too eager to host them, as in the case of Ugandan
Asians where British wives were separated from stateless husbands and denied
settlement in Britain.

It follows that internationalism might in fact not be sought after. On the con-
trary, travelling, interacting with people from across the world, were not necessarily
markers of internationalism. For Moonje, the very cosmopolitanism of London and
his interactions with others during the Round Table Conference provoked strong
feelings of rejection. Phyllis Naidoo, meanwhile, spent much of her life actively
pushing away her Indian background and had an ambivalent relationship with the
cross-oceanic networks and activism other South African Indians had mobilized.
Naidoo, most of the time, sought to assert herself as African, and only African. As
for Ugandan Asians, their desperate struggle to be recognized as “from one place”
in the face of governmental forces determined to relegate them to the interstices of
nation-states highlights the oppressive potential of internationalism in some cases,
notably when couched in humanitarian terms, as Ugandan Asians were framed as
refugees who states accepted out of charity.

Modes of Internationalism

Given the multiplicity of South Asian internationalist actors, their practice of inter-
nationalism was correspondingly diverse. South Asian elites certainly asserted
themselves in the traditional arenas of international relations. From an early
stage, the eighteenth-century rulers of Hyderabad and the Maratha Confederacy
formed political and military alliances with the East India Company on an equal
footing, as Tanja Bithrer shows. This tradition of diplomacy would persist, though
in often fraught, unequal or ambiguous ways, through the nineteenth and twen-
tieth centuries. The negotiation and promulgation of treaties between the rulers
of South Asia’s princely states and the British Raj formed an important facet of
Western colonial expansion, often giving imperialists exceptional influence in
these semi-autonomous polities. Yet treaty relations also offered South Asia’s
princes a unique (though often ultimately unsuccessful) opportunity to renegotiate
their place in the world, as the colonial hold weakened. Rulers of princely states
such as Hyderabad and Travancore, as well as in Bhopal and Sikkim, pointed to
longstanding treaties to assert their independence from colonial India in the talks
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that ultimately resulted in the 3 June plan to partition India. In turn, as partition
took place, the leaders of newly independent Pakistan and India reacted with hos-
tility to the ambiguity of the princely states’ older sovereign arrangements, actively
working to subsume these polities into Indian and Pakistani national projects.

Yet while South Asian elites in the era of decolonization often ignored or
rejected older practices of international relations within their newly national
borders, they actively pursued diplomacy abroad to assert their legitimacy.
International organizations and alliance-making were especially prominent. Thus,
Jawaharlal Nehru took full advantage of the opportunities offered by the nascent
UN General Assembly to express his views on South African treatment of its Indian
minority and co-headed the 1955 Afro-Asian conference in Bandung. Pakistan’s
Prime Minister, Mohammed Alj, signed a strategic alliance with the United States in
1954, embedding Pakistan in the Southeast Asian Treaty Organization and Baghdad
Pact in return for military and economic aid. Afghanistan’s central government,
meanwhile, turned to the UN to air its grievances against neighbouring Pakistan,
citing tenets of international law to claim the illegality of their shared border, and
to demand ethnic Pashtun self-determination. In these instances, international law
and inter-state diplomacy were key to establishing South Asian foreign relations.

These modes of South Asian international engagement have been most visible in
the existing scholarship, but they are far from unique. South Asian internationalism
took place in numerous spheres, both tangible and intangible. Formal and informal
networks — political, intellectual, religious, cultural — embedded South Asians in
global frameworks and foregrounded South Asia in the international sphere.

The act of traveling, of moving abroad for education, to take part in political
gatherings, or to disseminate knowledge offered South Asians opportunities to
reflect on the subcontinent’s place in the world. Conferences offered a crucial site
in which South Asian elites and intellectuals negotiated notions and means of inde-
pendence in an age of imperial decline, as when B.S. Moonje attended the Round
Table Conference.® So, too, did educational circuits. Much like Kalidas Nag, well-
known Indian intellectuals such as M.N. Roy travelled across interwar Europe and
America to promote India’s civilizational significance and to reframe the subconti-
nent’s history away from colonial subjection. Meanwhile, thousands of South Asians,
often nameless in the archives, studied across Europe, North America, the Middle
East, and Asia. Their experiences of international education not only informed their
perspectives on matters at home — whether on issues of caste and race, on modes
of political and social modernization, or on India, Pakistan, or Afghanistan’s place
in the world - but also embedded them in a host of transnational movements such
pan-Asianism, pan-Islamism, Afro-Asianism, socialism, women’s rights, and more.”

South Asians thus became involved in an array of transnational organiza-
tions, some of which required them to go out into the world, others which rooted
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internationalism within the subcontinent. For many political activists, South Asia
provided a model for further internationalist mobilization. This could be seen in the
way that Indian activists in the World Peace Brigade rooted pacifism in Gandhian
thought and action. It was similarly visible in Jamaat-i Islami’s arguments that Lahore,
not Tehran or Cairo, was the centre of global Islamist thought, thanks to the works
of Muslim intellectuals like Mawdudi, as Simon Wolfgang Fuchs argues. In these
organizations, which intentionally blurred the boundaries between the national
and international, South Asia was prominent for the ideas and movements it repre-
sented—anticolonialism and civil disobedience, nonalignment and pacifism, the fusion
of religion and politics (Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist)-not just due to the individual South
Asians who took part.

Internationalism, then, could manifest through practices that did not require
South Asians’ own mobility. The emergence of numerous, overlapping, sometimes
conflicting public spheres brought South Asians into contact with international
influences. The act of writing provided a particularly powerful way for individ-
uals and communities to debate the relationship between local, national, and
international developments. Many South Asians used personal correspondence to
develop their views on the worlds in which they lived, as well as to lobby comrades
across the world to participate in shared social and political projects. This becomes
especially clear in the writings of the anti-apartheid activist Phyllis Naidoo, who,
through her correspondence, developed her ideas regarding the relationship
between her Indian heritage and her belief in political “non-racialism.”

The South Asian republic of letters encompassed both the private, intimate
spaces of personal correspondence and the public print sphere of newspapers, man-
ifestos, and literary texts. The printing of local newspapers, such as the Goan Voice
in east Africa, provided powerful fora for members of the South Asian diaspora
to reflect on their at-times tenuous links with the subcontinent-in this instance,
Lydia Walker argues, for local Goans to debate the meaning of self-determination
against the backdrop of the Indian annexation of Goa. Likewise, the printed word
offered audiences within South Asia opportunities to draw additional linkages
between their daily lives and events across the world.® In Pakistan, as Ali Raza
reveals, writing and publishing provided a means for members of the Pakistani
left to simultaneously criticize growing authoritarianism at home and engage
with a global intellectual sphere that celebrated the promises of socialism and the
transformative potential of a progressive transnational culture. Yet print media was
not the only key technology of internationalism. As Mejgan Massoumi shows, sonic
internationalism could be equally potent. Through the extension of Afghanistan’s
radio programs in the 1960s, local Afghans heard covers of Elvis and the Beatles,
embraced a musical culture that fused traditional musical practices with interna-
tional influences, and imbibed the heady global protest culture of the 1960s.
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From the Transimperial to the International

As the contributions to this volume and a growing body of scholarship show, South
Asian internationalism did not abruptly begin at the moment of independence
for states like India and Pakistan. It had much longer, deeper roots and older
chronologies. These were both practical and ideational. Some forms of South Asian
diplomacy and leadership had lineages reaching back into the precolonial period,
as Buhrer and Chawla show; meanwhile, many intellectuals and elites rooted their
demands about South Asia’s place in the world in the subcontinent’s longer history,
even if this required radical reinterpretations of its past, as in the Greater India
movement. Colonial interactions further informed modes of foreign engagement:
some South Asian elites would take advantage of colonial administrative systems
and joint endeavours, such as the Round Table Conference, in attempts to reshape
not only governance within the subcontinent but the empire’s broader systems.
Others would actively reject engaging with colonial agents, instead seeking ideolog-
ical and political allies (pan-Asian, pan-Islamic, communist, pacifist, fascist) across
the Pacific, East and Southeast Asia, the Middle East, Europe, and North America to
create alternative platforms to critique empires.

Moreover, for generations millions of South Asians lived internationalism
through their very mobility. Theirs was often an internationalism informed by
economic and educational opportunity or personal necessity. It included not only
labour migrants who went to work in Britain’s other colonies but also, especially
in the early twentieth century, hundreds of thousands of South Asians deployed to
serve in the two world wars and other imperial conflicts. Employment, war, poli-
tics, and diasporic familial ties drove South Asians to position themselves as liminal
internationalists, traveling via imperial conduits away from the subcontinent and
creating global entanglements through their life choices.

Many of the modes of internationalism described above became especially
visible in the early years of the twentieth century, preceding the partition of India
and Pakistan. Yet the regional and global shift from a world of empires to a world
of nation-states revealed both continuities and fractures within the realm of South
Asian internationalism. Many of the same ideas remained: aspirations to conduct
foreign relations that subverted an international system reliant on imperial prece-
dents; the need to coordinate local activities across the world to undermine white
supremacy in its many forms; the desire to safeguard individual and community
rights. But the forms that international mobilization could take often became more
constricted.

The same international ordering process in which many South Asian elites
actively participated created new barriers for South Asian internationalists.
Debates about the nature of state sovereignty, which predated the era of
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decolonization, took on new urgency. Imperial powers had exercised many
different forms of sovereignty within and across empires, using very different
methods and justifications to assert colonial dominance in, for example, colonial
India’s north-east and north-west frontiers than what they employed in the sub-
continent’s plains and cities, or in the princely states. The nature and meaning
of sovereignty, and the forms that post-independence sovereignty should take,
provoked debate among anti-colonial activists in South Asia and elsewhere, lead-
ing to debates about federalism, federations, and commonwealth membership,
among other alternatives. Nevertheless, newly independent state elites became
increasingly intolerant of sovereign ambiguities that threatened to undermine
their own rule. The desire of governments in Delhi, Karachi/Islamabad, Kabul,
or Yangon to assert their eminence in domestic and foreign affairs revealed the
contradictions of decolonization and the need for certain types of sovereignty to
eclipse others.

The processes by which India assumed its current political boundaries exem-
plified these incongruities. Nehru’s government rejected the older semi-autonomy
of the princely states and any attempts by them to assert their independence from
post-independence India, as seen in the decision to send troops to annex the major
Princely State of Hyderabad in 1948. Where, in the colonial period, the princely
states had been neither fully incorporated nor fully autonomous, correspondingly
blurring the boundaries between domestic and foreign policy, in the era of India’s
decolonization, they were fully domesticized and made internal to independent
India. Even more controversially, Nehru’s decision to annex Goa in 1961 brought
to the fore decolonization’s paradoxes: a decolonized state invading a colony. As
Goans in the diaspora were quick to point out, a fundamental tension arose. Indian
elites disregarded Goan self-determination in the name of ending imperialism in
the subcontinent. In turn, potential sovereign alternatives for Goa were subsumed
within the Indian nation-state and declared illegitimate. In the process, the types
of internationalist activities in which South Asians could engage narrowed further.

These debates about the nature of state sovereignty correspondingly hardened
the boundaries between national and international, domestic, and foreign. In its
most visible manifestation, the very acts that created visible state boundaries —
partitioning and bordering — complicated embodied internationalism and its earlier
transimperial fluidity. The drawing and monitoring of state borders became a top-
down manifestation of South Asian internationalism. But rather than embracing the
ability of people, goods, and ideas to circulate across the world, this form of interna-
tionalism derived its potency from the state’s ability to regulate who or what forms
of transborder circulation were acceptable. By demarcating and policing borders in
India’s north-east, state officials intentionally sought to disrupt the older mobility
of local communities, such as the Rohingyas, forcing them to settle in either India,
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Pakistan/Bangladesh, or Burma/Myanmar (and, in turn, become “Indian,” “Pakistani/
Bangladeshi,” or “Burmese”), as Jayita Sarkar shows. Through passport and visa
regimes, Indian officials barred or ejected members of transnational organizations,
such as the World Peace Brigade’s Michael Scott, who were seen as enemies of state
interests. Pakistani elites used border controls both along the Durand Line and in
the port of Karachi to prohibit the movement of goods into Afghanistan, punishing
Afghan elites for their promotion of an independent “Pashtunistan,” which would
have further complicated South Asia’s sovereign arrangements. Both land and mari-
time borders offered state elites the means to enforce or criminalize certain forms of
international activity, even as many citizens found licit and illicit ways to circumvent
such state controls.

As previously mobile South Asians increasingly encountered systems of border
controls and passport regulation, they consequently confronted potential elisions
or ruptures between identity, on one hand, and formal citizenship, on the other.
Many South Asians (with the explicit backing of South Asian state governments,
especially India) chose to root themselves in their domiciles in Singapore, Malaysia,
East and South Africa, or the Persian Gulf, pursuing local citizenship while seeking
to maintain cultural and familial links with their homelands. But others were not
given this choice, notably those who were refused Ugandan citizenship or from
whom it was withdrawn. Expelled, and left rootless, they were neither accepted in
India (Where most families had roots) nor immediately settled in the older colonial
metropole of Great Britain, whose passport many of them held. Internationalism as
alived experience became increasingly visible and involved more explicit choices.
States more actively policed citizenship and migration, thus particularly complicat-
ing the internationalism of the South Asian diaspora, instead making it increasingly
multi-, rather than trans-, national.

Thus, for the South Asians in this volume, the nation(-state) held an often ambig-
uous, even contradictory place in their internationalism. It did not necessarily
inform the global nature of the ideas that drove many South Asian international-
ists, which were often far more universalist. But increasingly it shaped the types
of actions and activities they could undertake — the arenas of internationalism. In
other words, looking at the different forms and agents of South Asian internation-
alism, what becomes clear is that internationalism was not necessarily nation-state
centric, even as the nation-state increasingly became a constricting factor.

Further Unbinding the International

When we first began work on South Asia Unbound, we were driven by the twin
concerns of “space” and “scale.” By centering scale, we sought to question the
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geographical and temporal logics undergirding dominant accounts of the region:
how do we write about South Asia’s international engagement without assuming
the primacy of the nation-state, or that its international relations started after
independence in the late 1940s? In turn, the following chapters investigate states,
institutions, informal and formal networks, communities, and individuals as South
Asian agents of global engagement at the local, regional, supra-national — and
yes, national — levels. They do so in ways that consider varied temporal horizons,
notably those spanning the time before and after political independence in 1947.

The volume simultaneously focuses on space: reflecting on the arenas, places,
and interstices at which the “membrane” between South Asia and the world has
been constantly enacted, made, and remade. Where does South Asia end and the
international begin? How have South Asians shaped sociopolitical, economic,
and ideological trajectories of other states and communities across the world?
Likewise, what are the key sites of international engagement within South Asia?
Contributions to this volume demonstrate that these spaces can be concrete and
material — capital cities, embassies, borderlands, oceans, human bodies — as well
as conceptual or imagined - in conferences, intellectual exchanges, literary and
artistic production, legal arguments, and so on.

As a consequence, South Asia Unbound questions “international” as a category.
Each of its chapters stretches the term’s semantic range to take in the South Asian
diaspora, transnational activists, insurgent groups, non-governmental organiza-
tions, and minority groups (to name a few) and revisiting the role of traditional
actors like political and bureaucratic elites. This represents quite a stark departure
from understandings of international relations as primarily a matter of state-to-state
interactions and issues of war and peace (how decisions to wage one and seal the
other are made). Srinath Raghavan, in his incisive afterword, both commends this
pluralism and cautions against unthinkingly expanding international history, lest
it dilute research into these issues and turn it into an amorphous field. Raghavan’s
point is an important one, and points to a wider debate on these questions among
international historians that dates back at least to Akira Iriye.9

Our intent here is not to settle this debate either one way or another, and for good
reason. We see this very tension between diplomatic or strictly “international” his-
tory, on the one hand, and more pluralist understandings of the term, on the other, as
deeply productive — all the more so in a South Asian context where both approaches
remain, as Raghavan stresses, under-researched. Debating this tension can only be
beneficial. We therefore hope that the volume will generate historiographical conver-
sations in multiple directions. This volume also offers a purposeful question: Whose
international matters, and why? By targeting subaltern, subordinated, and silenced
groups for more sustained scholarly attention, we seek to bring into view the lived
realities of the “international.” Our aim is to encourage the view of the international



SOUTH ASIA UNBOUND 27

from the ground up, and also to reveal the performative effects of international
politics upon regional actors at state and sub-state levels, whether legal, economic,
cultural, or intellectual. As such, we argue that state-centric international history
(to term it inelegantly) stands to benefit from this book’s conceptualizations. For, in
revisiting the international as South Asia Unbound does, we move beyond a simplistic
dichotomy of South Asian exceptionalism (that South Asia has its “own” vision of the
international) or assumptions of diffusionism that treat South Asia as the passive
recipient of Eurocentric understandings of international order.

Last but not least, our exploration of new international histories of South Asia not
only integrates the region into wider geographies and scales of analysis but also pro-
vides a model for thinking more broadly about the nature of international relations
and international histories, particularly as they have emanated from the decoloniz-
ing world. Moving between the local, national, regional, and global has always been a
practical fact of South Asian history through the sheer mobility of its populations; the
same can be said for many of the other communities whom imperialism internation-
alized. The patterns of transnational, transregional, and global exchange found in
the following chapters were replicated by individuals, organizations, communities,
and states across many parts of the “Global South,” even if some of the more specific
concerns discussed in the following chapters derive from subcontinental dynamics.
It is only by foregrounding agents and ideas of internationalism from regions like
South Asia that we can truly understand the “international” as such a potent, yet
problematic, aspiration and arena. South Asia Unbound thus presents South Asia
as a key region for a versatile approach to the international and for challenging
conceptual, temporal, and disciplinary orthodoxies in international history.
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