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Historians of south asia are already familiar with the name of Kris
Manjapra. His first monograph, published in 2010, was a short but
innovative biography of the diasporic indian revolutionary and
founder of the Communist party of india, Manabendra nath roy. as
M. n. roy had a truly ‘global biography’ and spent considerable time
in Germany during the 1920s, the slim volume already foreshadowed
two core themes of Manjapra’s work reviewed here. These common-
alities aside, his second book is in an entirely different league both in
style and thematic and temporal breadth. The author, who teaches at
Tufts University in Boston, has this time steered clear of the obfus-
cating postcolonial jargon that at times made his first book hard to
digest, giving us a fine example of historical scholarship and erudi-
tion in Age of Entanglement. The book is partly based on the author’s
ph.D. thesis, which was submitted to Harvard in 2007, and thus has
been in the making for more than a decade. However, it is not only
the meticulous collection and stringent analysis of a vast body of pri-
mary sources and literature that deserves praise. For one, Manjapra’s
work derives part of its freshness and originality from the fact that he
uses recent theoretical insights and perspectives stretching from the
Franco-German champions of histoire croisée (or Verflech tungs ge -
schichte) to more conventional intellectual history and (post-)sub al -
ternist currents such as the reflections of indian political scientist
partha Chatterjee (pp. 2 and 7). What also renders this study extraor-
dinary is that it is based not only on material in European languages
but also on a wide range of writings in Bangla. There are still not
many contributors to the burgeoning field of transnational history
who possess the linguistic skills required truly to transcend a Euro -
centric (or often merely anglocentric) perspective by giving equal
weight to writings in non-western idioms.

The main argument put forward in the 450-odd pages of the book
is aptly summarized by the author in the first paragraph: German
and indian intellectuals, Manjapra maintains, collaborated intensely,
seeking ‘to destroy the nineteenth-century world order organized by
British power’. according to him, this boundary-crossing coopera-
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tion had older roots but gained considerable momentum in the last
two decades of the nineteenth century. The 1880s ushered in about a
half-century of intense indo-German cultural interaction that was
stimulated by three simultaneous developments: first, the challenge
to British raj in india by different varieties of indigenous national-
ism; secondly the German challenge to British hegemony in Europe;
and, finally, the slow decline of the British Empire (along with the
Enlightenment rationality and universalism that it embodied) for
internal reasons. Manjapra is primarily interested in intellectual and
academic cooperation between indians and Germans, in the role of
the arts and sciences (sometimes cast in Foucauldian vein as ‘coun-
tersciences’, pp. 9–10) in the struggle to fill the vacuum left by the
evaporating imperial world order. Far from limiting his study to
intellectual history in the narrow sense, he promises to link the schol-
arly and artistic endeavours under scrutiny to the respective political
projects of indian and German nationalism, thus injecting ‘a neces-
sary dose of realpolitik to the transnational intellectual history’ (p. 6).
perfectly understandable in terms of the necessary linguistic and
regional expertise but nonetheless problematic are the asymmetries
in the units of analysis. instead of the promised focus on ‘indians’
and ‘Germans’, Manjapra actually deals with a broad constituency of
German-speaking intellectuals from all over Europe (including switz -
erland, Hungary, and so on) on the one hand, and a relatively small
circle of almost exclusively Bengali thinkers on the other. 

The study is divided into two somewhat disproportional parts.
The four chapters of part i, entitled ‘stages of Entanglement’, explore
the broader historical developments of indo-German connections
during the entire period under review (that is, between 1815 and
1945), while six of the seven chapters in the second part provide an
in-depth analysis of various ‘Fields of Encounter’. The last chapter in
this section offers a rather sketchy survey of post-second World War
developments. Finally, instead of ending the book with an exhaustive
conclusion, Manjapra wraps up his main points in a crisp ‘Epilogue’
(pp. 288–92). 

part i is composed in contrapuntal fashion, juxtaposing two chap-
ters on German engagements with india and two chapters on indian
perspectives on (or activities in) Germany. as Manjapra argues in
chapter 1, during the first six decades after 1815 the bulk of German
scientists and intellectuals identified with the British imperial en -
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deavour. Quite a few of these individuals used posts in British india
or the armchair exploration of indian material as a sort of ersatz
imperialism, allowing them to follow ‘the British on the high seas to
world significance’ (p. 19). Besides the well-known German contri-
butions to Oriental scholarship, the author also covers less familiar
ground in this section. among other things, he elucidates German
involvement in colonial forestry, botany, and geography on the sub-
continent (pp. 29–32) and assesses the indirect influence of the Ger -
man education system and cooperative banking methods on india,
both of which were admired and copied by British imperial adminis-
trators (pp. 33–6). a compre hensive analysis of popular varieties of
the German intellectual fascination with india—ranging from tower-
ing figures such as arthur schopenhauer (pp. 62–3), to forgotten
bestselling authors such as Karl Bleibtreu (p. 57) and right-wing aca-
demic indologists (pp. 80–5)—is provided in the fourth chapter.
Original as Manjapra’s discussion is, especially when it comes to the
lesser known figures (the ‘foot-soldiers of German Orientalism’, so to
speak), his argument would be more convincing if he had added a
brief glimpse of the situation in the rest of Europe. it is far from clear
whether cultural indomania and professional engagements in the raj
by ‘mercenaries of science’ were, indeed, part of a peculiar German
Sonderweg (as implied by the author), or merely the specific expres-
sions of much broader European trends.

Chapters 3 and 5 offer a contrast to the German perspective by
zooming in on the discovery of Germany by indian nationalists.
While the third chapter scrutinizes the Germanic fantasies and ascrip-
tions of early swadeshi nationalism (1905–14), Manjapra draws on
materials from his earlier book when he looks at the actual indian
presence on the spot in Germany in chapter 5. Most of the indian
exiles in Germany were students, and Berlin in particular hosted a sig-
nificant sub-continental diaspora during the inter-war period.
Manjapra’s conclusion that the knowledge and intellectual stimuli
these expats received at German universities and in exchanges with
Weimar’s public intellectuals and political activists, who offered ‘a
new kind of soft power for indian nationalists to undermine the Brit -
ish imperial world view’ (p. 89), seems reasonable. Yet here, too, it
would have been illuminating to read more about other sources of
such ‘soft power’, such as France or Meiji japan. This gap is especial-
ly noticeable in discussions of the important ‘Greater india’ trope, an
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ideol ogy that was worked out by Bengali intellectuals in the 1920s in
order to boost national pride by constructing a historical legacy of
india. Here Manjapra seems to somewhat unduly exaggerate the in -
fluence of German partners in dialogue, whereas important French in -
spir ations are only mentioned in passing (p. 101) and influential stud-
ies exploring indian nationalism’s French connection (such as the
ground-breaking work of susan Bayly and roland Lardinois) are not
cited at all. 

The chronological coverage of the various stages of indo-German
entanglements serves only as an amuse-gueule before Manjapra em -
barks on his chief project of shedding light on the epistemic resources
and channels of communication structuring the protracted encounter
between German and indian intellectuals in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. He singles out half a dozen fields as parti -
cu larly relevant for the transnational dialogue of scientists and artists
and their impact on the respective national(ist) agendas. Chapter 5
examines the role of academic physics in linked (though in many
ways contradictory) projects of building up national pride in india
and Germany. physics, Manjapra persuasively argues, was not only a
booming and prestigious science in the first half of the twentieth cen-
tury, rapidly acquiring an epistemic authority to make claims ‘about
the structure of the matter and its practical applications for industry
and strategy’ (p. 142), it also happened to be dominated by German
scientists and institutions such as the renowned Kaiser Wilhelm
institute in Berlin Dahlem. While indian physicists such as Meghnad
saha and C. V. raman could thus make use of their Ger man connec-
tions to break free from the spell of imperial epistemic hegemony,
Weimar Germany instrumentalized the global attraction of its scien-
tific elite institutions to ‘assert itself as a geopolitical World center’ (p.
128) despite the humiliation of defeat in the Great War and the sanc-
tions subsequently imposed by the League of nations. 

similarly ground-breaking is chapter 6, which grapples with the
convergence of indian (or rather Bengali) concepts of global econo-
my. Following the interactions of illustrious theorists such as Benoy
Kumar sarkar on the indian side and Bernhard Harms, director of
the institute of sea Transport and Global Economics in Hamburg on
the German, Manjapra highlights the emancipatory role of German
science for indian national(ist) economists. another odd indo-Ger -
man couple presented here for the first time consists of the indian



economist (and later president of india) Zakir Husain and his Ger -
man Doktorvater (ph.D. supervisor) Werner sombart from Berlin
University, whose latent anti-semitism converged with equally
strong overtones of anti-anglo-saxonism and anti-imperialism (p.
165) to render his theories attractive for indian nationalists. Chapter
7 deals with a different kind of ideological support. it examines the
political ammunition that was provided by the various currents of
‘Marxist Universalism’. Manjapra once again unearths fascinating
material and relates hitherto unfamiliar stories, such as those associ-
ated with the transnational career of the trade union activist Franz
josef Furtwängler, who became an influential popularizer of Gandhi
in Germany in the late 1920s and early 1930s (pp. 184–8). Yet this is
one the weaker parts of Manjapra’s book. For one thing, one wonders
if an indo-German histoire croisée perspective is really the best lens
through which to analyse Marxist entanglements in south asia. This
reviewer feels that a somewhat wider angle—Man japra himself occa-
sionally uses the concept ‘central European’ which, however, is never
further explored—would have generated deeper insights. The sec-
ond point of criticism relates to the concept of ‘red Orientalism’ as
used by the author. as presented in this chapter, relations between
indian revolutionaries and the Communist international seem rather
harmonious. There is hardly any contextualization within the stalin -
ist project of tightening soviet rule in Central asia, and no mention
of the prejudices and politics of racist exclusion that many asian
communists suffered in Moscow, ‘the acropolis of the communist
world’ (p. 180), as well as in other centres of the movement. 

in chapters 8 and 9 Manjapra is back on the terra firma of the his-
tory of science, analysing the indo-German exchanges in political
geography (or ‘geo-politics’) and psychoanalysis respectively. While
much has been written on the relationship between sigmund Freud
and his indian disciple Girindrasekhar Bose, who are the focus of
chapter 9, the core argument that psychoanalysis was not a quasi-
imperial export from Europe to the wider world but ‘was rather co-
constituted by a worldwide group of scholars’ (p. 211) is as bold as it
seems plausible. The interactions between scholars such as the Ger -
man geographer Karl Haushofer (of Lebensraum fame) and the Bengali
economist and polymath Benoy Kumar sarkar, both of whom posited
new geo-cultural wholes challenging the imperial world order, are
described and brilliantly analysed in chapter 8. They are less well
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known than the exchanges between indians and German-speaking
adepts of psychoanalysis and provide a particularly pertinent illus-
tration of the core arguments put forward in Age of Entanglement.

in Chapter 10 Manjapra quits the history of science and takes his
readers on a tour de force through the ‘worlds of artistic expression’ in
interwar india and Weimar Germany. in the first section, he recon-
structs the border-crossing activities of expressionist painter stella
Kramrisch from Vienna, who became involved with the Tagore cir-
cle. she spent more than two decades in india and served as an im -
portant go-between for indian and German painters and art lovers.
The subsequent section is also devoted to cultural brokerage, the
focus being Bavarian film director Franz Osten, who worked in Bom -
bay for several years in the 1920s and 1930s and produced indian-
themed box office hits in Germany and afforded vital stimuli for the
artistic development of emerging Bollywood cinema. 

The short eleventh chapter on the alleged decline of indo-German
entanglements after the second World War is the only disappoint-
ment in what is otherwise an excellent book. an attempt to cover the
cultural and economic activities of two German states in independent
india over four decades is necessarily bound to resort to oversimpli-
fications. Given the box office success of Fritz Lang’s Tiger von Esch -
napur remakes in the late 1950s, the india craze of the hippy genera-
tion in West Germany in the 1960s and 1970s, and the continuing lit-
erary engagements with india of leading intellectuals such as
Günther Grass, Hubert Fichte, and peter sloterdijk, it is hard to be
convinced by Manjapra’s hypothesis that ‘popular Orientalism had
died in West Germany and americanism took its place’ (p. 282).

it must  be reiterated that, in spite of the few weaknesses indicated
above, Age of Entanglement is a landmark publication. it demonstrates
both how much can be gained by ‘de-centring’ familiar histories and
adopting new perspectives, and that the writing of a sophisticated and
ambitious piece of transcultural intellectual history in the longue durée
does not necessarily imply superficiality, but can be combined with
sound empirical grounding and a stupendous density of docu men -
tation. There is no doubt that Kris Manjapra has written a book to be
cherished. it is only to be hoped that the many stimuli provided by his
outstandingly comprehensive study will generate further research in
the subfields it covers by historians of Germany and other German-
speaking countries and regions, as well as by historians of south asia.
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