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carth, and the trinary rotations of the moon. This Muslim theologian
found no necessary conflict between Islam and modern astronomy.”™

The corpus of homeless texts of modermity includes Mawlavi Abu
al-Khayr's concise account of the Copernican solar system, Majmu'ah-i
Shamsi (1807), which appears to have been known in Iran.® Like the
works of Tafazzul Husayn Khan, Majmu'ah is a product of dialogic inter-
action between Persianate scholars and the British colonial officers.
Among topics discussed in the Majmu/ah 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 his book was based
on English language sources and was translated “with the assistance”
(bi-fanat) of Dr William Hunter.” It is significant to note that Hunter
had introduced Raja Jai Singh's Zij-i Muhammad Shahi to the English
reading public in an article appearing in Asiatic Researches (1799).5% It is
likely that Mawlavi Abu al-Khayr had assisted Hunter in understanding
and translating this highly technical Persian text.

During the first three decades of the nineteenth century numerous
other texts on modern sciences were written in Persian that do not
appear in accounts of Iranian and Indian modernity.** Muhammad Rafi’
al-Din Khan'’s treatise on modern geometry and optics, Rafi’ al-Basar
(1250/1834)," was one such text. The author was informed by English
sources brought to his attention by Rev. Henry Martyn (1781-1812),* a
renowned Christian missionary and a translator of the Bible into Persian,
With an increased mastery of modern science, Persianate scholars can
be seen as becoming active themselves in the production of scientific
knowledge. In Azam al-Hisab, a treatise on mathematics completed in
1814, Hafiz Ahmad Khan Azam al-Mulk Bahadur (d. 1827) took issue
with the Scottish astronomer James Ferguson on reckoning the differ-
ence between the Christian and the Muslim calendar.®” Aware of the
self-congratulatory views of Europeans, “particularly among the people
of England,” Azam al-Mulk Bahadur wrote a treatise on astronomy,
Mir'at al-Alam (1819) in order to “disprove” the assertion that Muslims
were “uninformed of mathematics and astronomy.”* Based on Coper-
nican astronomy and informed by the most recent observations and
discoveries at the Madras Observatory, this treatise likewise remains
homeless and among those not yet included in the Indian and Iranian
nationalist accounts of modernity.

This familiarity of the Persianate world with the modern sciences was
commonly reported by European travelers. Referring to Abu al-Khayr's
Majmu‘ah-i Shamsi, John Malcolm reported, “An abstract of the Coper-
nican system, and the proofs which the labors of Newton have afforded of
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its truth, have been translated into Persian; and several individuals of that
nation have 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 “sin-
gularly well informed in, and has a great taste for, mechanics; having con-
structed several complicated pieces of machinery of his own invention, in
a very ingenious manner, and even succeeded in making a printing press,
from the plates of the Encyclopaedia Britanmica.” In February 1822 in
Mashhad, Fraser met Amirzadah Nasir al-Din Mirza, whose “observations
upon astronomy were pertinent and good; and the solutions he had
devised for various difficulties that met him in his way, were ingenious
and often perfectly just.” Mirza Abd al-Javad, son of Mirza Mahdi the Muj-
tahid of Mashhad, was also acquaintanted with medern sciences. Report-
ing on his conversation with Mirza Abd al-Javad, Fraser wrote:

He asked me many very pertinent questions relating to geography
and astronomy; and he pushed me so hard on subjects connected
with the theory of optics, and the nature of the telescope, that |
found | had neither language nor science sufficient to satisfy him. He
was particularly well skilled in mechanics, and produced several very
ingenious articles of his own construction, with others of European
fabric, as dials, dividers, and other mathematical instruments, such as
I never expected to find in Khorasan; and the uses of which he so well
understood, that he had contrived to repair some of them which had
accidentally been broken.™

Mirza Abd al-Javad’s interest in modern astronomy is evident from a
Persian manuscript, Tufah-i Muhammadiyah (1610)”' which was copied
for him. The manuscript included an appendix (written at a later time)
on Europe, modern scientific instruments, the solar system, and notes
on Newton. Mulla Aga Abu-Muhammad, another acquaintance of Fraser
in Mashhad, was so keenly interested in astronomy and Fraser's tele-
scope that he invited the non-Muslim 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, rather than to any desire for
its master’s company.””

Decolonizing historical imagination

The preceding synopsis of Persianate familiarity with the modemn sciences
and its dialogic relations with Europe calls for the decolonization of
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historical imagination and the rethinking of what is commonly meant
by South Asian and Middle Eastern modernity. By anticipating a period
of deciine that paved the way for the British colonization, historians of
Mughal India have searched predominantly for facts that illustrate the
backwardness and the disintegration of this empire. Mughal historio-
graphy in this respect has a plot structure similar to the late Ottoman
history. In both cases, the dominant themes of “decline” and “disinte-
gration” are based on a projection about the rise and progress of Europe.
In a similar manner, historians of modern Iran inherited historiograph-
ical traditions that militate against the construction of historical narra-
tives about the pre-Constitutional and/or pre-Pahlavi times as anything
but an age of ignorance (bhikhabari), stagnation, and despotism. Antici-
pating the coming of the Constitutional Revolution of 1905-9, historians
have crafted narratives of intolerable conditions that instigated the
coming of the revolution.”® Written by a participant of the revolution
between 1910 and 1912, the title of Nazim al-Islam Kirmani's paradig-
matic account of the revolution, Tarikl-i Bidari-i Iranivan (The History
of the Awakening of Iranians), reveals this prevalent assumption of pre-
revolutionary dormancy. To legitimate the Pahlavi dynasty (1926-79)
as the architect of Iranian modernity and progress, Pahlavi historians
likewise depicted the Qajar period (1794-1925) as the dark age of Iranian
history. These two Iranian historiographical traditions have been
informed by, and in turn have informed, Orientalist accounts of Qajar
Shahs as absolute Oriental despots and Islam as only a fetter to rational-
ization and secularizaion. Inscribing the history of Europe on that of
India and Iran, both Indian and lranian historians have deployed a
regressive conception of time that constitutes their respective histories
in terms of lacks and failures.

These bordered histories have rendered homeless texts that yield a
different account and periodization of Persianate modernity. Historians
of modern India often view Persian as a language only of the “medieval”
Muslim Mughal court and thus find it unnecessary to explore the Persian
texts of modernity.* Viewed as solely Iranian language, historians of Iran
also consider unworthy Persian texts produced outside of the country.
The conventional Persian literary histories, moreover, regard poetry as a
characteristically Iranian mode of self-expression. With the privileged
position of poetry in the invented national mentalité, the prose texts of
the humanities are devalued and scholarly efforts are infrequently spent
on editing and publishing non-poetic texts. Thus a large body of histor-
ically significant prose texts of modernity have remained unpublished.
This 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,
These factors account for the elision of texts produced in India, which are
stereotypically considered as either linguistically faulty or as belonging
to the corpus of the degenerate “Indian style” (sabk-i Hindi) texts. Conse-
quently, Persian language texts documenting precolonial engagement
with the modern sciences and responding to European colonial dom-
ination have remained nationally “homeless” and virtually unknown to
historians working within the confines of modern Indian and Iranian
nationalist paradigms. This has led to several historiographical problems.
Exclusion of these “homeless texts” from national historical canons, on
the one hand, has contributed to the hegemony of Eurocentric and
Orientalist conceptions of modemity as something uniquely European.
On the other hand, by ignoring the homeless texts, both Indian and
Iranian historians tend to consider modernity only under the rubric of
a belated “Westernization.” Such a conception of modernity reinforces
the exceptionality of “Occidental rationality” and corroborates the
programmatic view of Islamic and “Oriental” societies and cultures as
static, traditional, and unhistorical. This historical imagination is simul-
taneously grounded on two problematic conceptions of historical time.
On the one hand it is grounded in the presupposition of the non-
contemporaneity of the contemporaneous Western and “Oriental”
societies, and on the other hand it is based on the dehistoricizing
supposition of the contemporaneity of the non-contemporaneous early
nineteenth-century and ancient modes of life. With the onset of West-
ernization, consequently, the premodern repetition of ancient modes of
life is replaced with the repetition of Western modernity.



