




Engli~h Ci\-il War, he explained the historical conditions for the decline
of r('ligion. While both philosophers and rulers affirmt"d the unit:--' of
God, the\' viewed "as entirel~ m}'ths~ Ol</I/1lI/1 '" Ilf\m",'" propht't.-~,

resurr('('tion, and prarer~. lie also e.\.plainl'd the views of Copernicus
and "ewton on heliocentricity and uni\'er~al gra\'itation. Shushtari
reic-cted the astrological explanations of ~earlier philosophers~ f/llIklllllll­
yi 11111 laqi/ddmn) and found affinilie~ between the contemporary Briti~h

scientific views and the "unbounded reje<:tioll of astrologers in the
splendid SI/(/,'-al," (kill! IlImwl, ill III/r Slii/rrar-i gil'"'''' taklib-i IIIWllljilllill

~'lIrill slll/dall alt). Critical of the classical explanation of tide" a~

recounted byAbd Allah Jazayiri (d. \173/1760) in Tilism·i SlIlt'lIIi, he
offered a :"ewtonian account, relating the tide<; to gravitational actions
of the sun and moon on oceanic waters"· Accordingly, he explained
why th(' magnitude of th(' high tide~ in calcutta differed from that of the
coastal citic, of the Persian Gulf. $hushtari \'iewl'd :"e'\10n a~ a ~great

sage an a diStinguished philosopher" Iflllkim-i limm \'II fil5llfi mll'llzzam)
and wnturt"d that in \-i('\\' of "ewton's accomplishments all the ~the

golden books of the ancients" t~"n-"l/rilllJlI"lOhlll/-l'ibi,Sllltln:ml) arc now
~similar to imag('s on water~ f"imwllI/l-'i /l1l1}SIr bar lib lISt). -, Shushtari's
critical reflections on European history and modern \cience<> was appre>
ciated by Fath 'I'll Shah who a~signed the hi,torian Vaqayi' I\igar
(d,1250/1tU-I) the task of editing an abridgeu edition of FIlII{i.lt

al-'A/am, which is known a\ Qm'did ,11-,\luluk (Axioms uf Rulers)/b Given
Shushtari'<, competence in IXlth classical and m<X1ern astronomy, a
periodintion of Iranian ~')cientific modernity" that lionizes I'tind
al-Saltanah'~Falak ai-Sill/III/II f\861l as the harbinger of ~ientific mod­
ernity needs serious reconsideration. Thi\ is particularly important
slllce I tlzad al-Saltanah \\ a\ familiar \\-lth Qma lei al- \flllllk.

_\qa Ahmad Bihbahani Kirmanshahi (1777-18191. an Iranian Shd
scholar and a friend of Shushtari who \-isitNt India between HS05 and
1810, d{'\'OIt"d a chapter of hi~ travelogue,\fi'''t IIl·,J./lml-i 10/11111 .\a"'"
(181O), to ~the classification of the uni\"Crsc according to the school of
the philO\opher CopcrnicU'i," In the introduction he explained that
~eminent philosophers are ~ numerous in Europe that their common
masses [awlI/lI III-IIIISJ arc inclined philosophically and seck mathemat­
ical and natur,ll sciences." like many other Mmlim scholars, Bihbahani
linked the "new views" (11",'.j jadidllll) of Copernicus to those of ancient
Greek philosophers, but emphasi1.ed that "most of his beliefs are
original~ Clm/tili/idat-i /I uk)l"; (azigi daralllf):" Ill' explained fa\'orablv
the heliostatic wstem, the sidereal periods for th€' rotation of planets
around the \un, the daily axial and annual orbital revolutions of the



£'arllt, and Ih£' trinar} rotations of Ihe moon. This Muslim thoologian
found no n('("cssary conflict bclw~n Islam and modern astronomy. '"

The corpus of homeless te,ls of mod£'rnily includcs Mawla\'i Abu
al-Khayr's conciSt' account of the Copernican solar syslem, \faj"llijlll-'i
Sllam\i (1807), which appears to have been known in Iran.1ko Like Ihe
work.. ofTafauulllusayn Khan, \fajm/l'jlll is a product of dialogic inter­
action betw~n P£'rsianate scholars and Ihe Brithh colonial offk£'rs.
Among topic~ discussed in the MI/;mu'IIII are the movements of the earth,
the law of inertia, the planetary motions, and universal gravitation. In
the introduction Mawlavi Abu al-Khayr noted that hi .. book was based
on English language sources and was translated ~with the assistance~

(bi-ia1lat) of Dr William Hunter.~l 11 is significant to note that Hunter
had introduced Raja jai Singh's Zij-i \tlllu/IIIIIIUII Simili to the l'..nglish
reading public in an article appearing in Asiatk R~~ardil'S (1799).82 II is
likely that \fawla\'i Abu al-Khayr had assisted Hunter in understanding
and translating this highly technical Persian text.

During the first thr('{' decades of the ninctet'llIh century numerous
other texts on modern sciences were written in Persian that do not
appear in accounts of Iranian and Indian modernity.M \iuhammad Rafi'
ai-Din Khan's treatise on modern geometry and optio, RafT lIl-811SIIr

{12S0/1834)/4 was one such le>.t. The author was informed by English
sources hroughtto his attention by Rev. Henry Martyn (1781-1812),8~ a
renowned Christian missionary and a translator of the 1Ilbie into Persian.1lI>
With an increased mastery of modern science, Persianate scholars can
be seen as becoming active themselves in the production of scientific
knowledge. In A"Zlllll a/-HiSll/J, a treatise on mathematics completed in
H114, Hafiz Ahmad Khan,\'zam al-\lulk Bahadur (d. 1827) took issue
\\ith the Scollish astronomer james Ferguson on reckoning the differ­
ence bctw~n the Christian and the \fuslim calendar.~- Aware of the
self-congratulator} \'iews of !::.uropeam, "particularly among the people
of t.ngland, ~ A'zam al-\1ull.. Bahadur wrote a treatiSt' on aslronomy,
,\1irat 11/-'.11"'/1 (1819) in order to ~dispro\'e the asSt'rtion that \tmlims
were ~uninformed of mathematics and astronomy. ~"" Based on Coper­
nican astronomy and informed by the most recent ob:iervations and
discoveries at the Madras Observatory, this treatise likewise remaim
homeless and among those not yet included in the Indian and Iranian
nationalbt a<:counts of modernity.

rhis familiarity of the Persianate world with the modern sciences \\'a~

commonly reported by European travelers. Referring 10 Abu al-Khayr's
.\(a;mll'jl/l-·i Sllllll/\i, john \ialcolm reported, ~An abstract of the Coper­
nican system. and the proofs which the labors of '\e\\·ton have afforded of
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its truth, have bc<'n translated into Persian; and se\ual indi\·iduals of that
nation han' laboured to acquire this noble but abstruse subject ... ,,~ The
British Orientalist james Fraser reported meeting in December 1821 fath
Ali Khan Saba (d. 1822), the Qajar poet laureate, whom he viewed as "~in­

gularly well informed in, and has a great taste for, mechanics; haVing con­
~tructed several complicated pieces of machinery of hi~ own invcntion, in
a \"Cry ingenious manner, and e\'en succeeded in making a printing press,
from the plates of the EI1C}dopal"llitl Britdmlim." in lebruary 1822 in
:\1ashhad, Fraser met Amirzadah i\asir aI-Din :\1irza, whose "omer..ations
upon astronomy were pertinent and good; and the solutions he had
dC\-ised for various difficulties that met him in his way, were ingeniom
and often perfectly just." \firza Abd al-ja\'ad, son of Mirza \Iahdi the MUj­
tahid of \Iashhad, was also acquaintanted with modern scieno~s. Report­
ing on his conversation with Mirza AIxI al.javad, Fraser wrote:

He asked me many very pertinent questions relating 10 geography
and astronomy; and he pushed me so hard on subjcch connected
with the theory of optics, and the nature of the teleeopt', thai I
found I had neither language nor science suffidentto satisfy him. He
was particularly well skilled in me<:hanics, and produced se\-eral vet}
ingenious articles of his own construction, with others of European
fabric, as dials, di\"iders, and other mathematical instruments, such as
I ne\"er e\':pected to find in Khorasan; and the uses of which he so well
understood, that he had contriwd to repair some of them which had
accidentally bet'n broken.""

Mirza AIxI al-javad's interest in modern dstronomy is evident from a
Persian manu!iCript, Tllfall:j \1ulwmmlllli)'''/1 1161O)~1 which was copied
for him. The manUSCTipt included an appcndi\': (\\Tillen at a later time)
on Europe, mooern .scientific instruments, the solar system, and notes
on Kewton. :\Iulla Aqa Abu-\Iuhammad, another acquaintance of fraser
in \1ashhad, was so keenly interested in astronomy and fraser's tele­
scope that he ilwited the non-:\1usljm Fraser to dine with him. Fraser
believed that ~I owed this invitation entirely to hiS wish to see my large
telescope, and to view the stars through it, ralher th<ln to any desire for
il~ m<lster's company. "qZ

Decolonizing historical imagination

The pre<:eding synopsiS of Pcrsianate familiarity with the modem sciences
and its dialogic relations with Europe calls for the de<:olonization of
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historical imagination and the rethinlJng of what is l"ommonly meanl
by South\sian and \fiddll' East~rn modl'rnity. By anticipating a I~riod

of decline that pan'(l the way for the British colonization, historians of
\tughal India haw searched predominantly for facts that illmtrate the
bad.wardne\\ and the disinlegration of this empire. Mughal historio­
graphr ill thh respect has a plot structure similar to the late Ottoman
history. In both cases, the dominant theme. of "decline and "disinte­
~ration" arc based on a projection about the rise and progress of Europe.
In a similar manner, historians of modern Iran inheritl'd historiograph.
ical traditions that militate against the construction of historical narra­
tives about the pre-Constitutional and/or pre-Pahla..-i times a\ anything
but an agc of ignorance (1Iikllllbllri), stagnation, and despotism.\ntiCi­
pating the coming of the Constitutional RC\'olulion of 1905-9, historiam
ha\'e crafted narrativ~ of intolerable conditions that instigated the
coming of the re\'olution. I Written by a partidpant of the re\olution
between 1910 and 1912, the litle of Xazim ai-Islam Kirmani's paradig­
matic account of the revolution, TllriUI-i Ridlln-i lnminm !The History
of the ,\wa~eningof Iranians), re\'eah this pre\'alel1t a\\umption of pre­
revolutionary dormancy. To legilimatl' the I'ahlavi dynasty (1926-79)
as the architect of Iranian modernity and progre\\. Pahlavi historiam
li~ewhe depicted the Qajar jX'riod (1794-1925) as the dar~ age of Iranian
history. These two Iranian historio~raphical traditions have ocen
informed by, and in turn have informed, Orientalist accounts of Qajar
Shah~ a\ ahsolute Oriental de,!)()!s and Islam as only a fetter to rational­
ization and secularizaion. In\tribing the history of Furope on that of
India and lran. both Indian and Iranian hhtorians haw deployed a
regressive conception of time that comtitutes their respetti\"(' histories
in terms of lacks and failures.

These bordered histories haH' rendered homele\\ texis Ihat ~idd a
different account and periodization of I'ersianate modernity. Historiam
of modern India often view Per\ian as a language only of the ~medie\-al"

~fmlim \fughal court and thu\ find it unnecessary to explore the Persian
text!> of modernity.~4Viewed a\ '>Oldy Iranian language, historians of Iran
also consider unworth> I'ehian texts produced outside of the country.
rhe conventionall'ersian literary histories, moreover, regard p<X'try a~ d
charactcri'tically Iranian mode of self.expression. With the priVileged
]Xlsition of poetry in the invented national //Iellta/ife, the prose text, of
the humanities are devalued and scholarly l'fforts are infrequently spent
on editing and publishing nOll-po~tic texts. Thus a large body of histor­
ically significant prme texts of modernity ha\'e remained unpublished.
Thi\ willful marginalization of prose is often masked as a Sign of the
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prominence of poetry as an intrinsically Iranian mode of expression,
The\e factors account for the eliSion of texts produce<! in India, which are
stereotypkally comidered as either linguistically faulty or as belonRinR
to the corpus of the degenerate ~ Indian style" (S/.I!>I,-i HiIlIH) texts. Conse­
quently, Persian language texts documenting precolonial enRagement
with the modern sciences and responding to European colonial dom­
ination haw remained nationally ~homeless" and Virtually unknown to
historiam working within the confines of modern Indian and Iranian
nationalist paradigms. This has led to several historiographical problems.
l::..'Cclusion of the~ ·homeless texts" from national histori("al ("allons, on
the one hand, has contributKl to the hegemony of Eurucentrk and
Orientalist conceptions of modernity a~ 'Klmething uniquely European.
On the other hand, by ignoring the homeh~\\ t{,:Iot\, both Indian and
Iranian historiam tend to consider modernity only under the rubric of
a belated ·Westerni7.ation." Such a ("onception of modernity reinforces
the exceptionality of ·Occidental rationality" and corroborates the
programmatic \·iew of Islamic and "Oriental" socit'tit.~ and cultures as
static, traditional, and un historical. This historical imagination is simul­
taneously grounded on two probl('matic conceptiOns of historical time.
On the one hand it is groundl'd in the presupposition of the nOI1­
contemporaneity of the contl'mporancous Western and "Oriental"
societies, and on the other hand it is Ila\t'd on the dehistoricizing
supposition of thl' contemporaneity of the non-contemporaneous early
ninet{'('nth-century and ancient modes of life. With the onset of West­
ernization, consequently, the premodern r('petition of ancient modes of
life is replaced with the repetition of We<;tern modernity.


