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Halfway through the first decade of the twenty-first century, interest
in India has exploded in the United States in a very public way. In years
past, India occupied so marginal a position in the American imagina-
tion that Asia meant China, Japan, or occasionally Korea—excluding
the whole of India from that continent. By 2005, however, breathless
cover stories of news magazines featured India as a rising power sec-
ond only to China; the business press, it seemed, could not get enough
of India and its opportunities for growth; and President Bush and
India’s Prime Minister Manmohan Singh signed a series of agreements
that poised India and the United States for a new relationship of stra-
tegic partnership.

The transformation in public perception of India in the United
States has been welcomed by many scholars who for years had been
compelled to argue what precisely India’s relevance was to American,
and global, interests. That India’s importance now appears self-
evident marks a new phase for India studies in the US. Indeed, taken
in its broadest possible sense, the study of India has percolated beyond
the narrow confines of academia to include broad public audiences
through titles published by major trade presses, as well as public dis-
cussions such as those convened by World Affairs Councils in cities
throughout the US.

This growing American interest in India comes at a time of shifting
India interests in the US academy as well. The essays in this volume
represent an effort to understand this changing balance of interests
both within academic disciplines, as well as beyond the academy. Even
with the palpable upswing in perceptions of and interest in India,
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however, there is still room for growth. As the essays in this volume
show, while the study of India has in some spheres been growing, in
others it has been experiencing a stagnation if not retrenchment in
comparison with previous decades. A wide-angle lens on this landscape
thus reveals challenges and opportunities in variegated ways.

India and the Disciplines in the US Academy
There is no doubt that India studies in the US academy has grown to
become a substantial subfield over the past fifty years. As Maureen
Patterson noted in her comprehensive history-of-the-field essay, “The
path has not been easy or straight, but that it has been successfully
blazed should be clear from the . . . outstanding academic programs
established in the US.”1 From what had been a narrowly philological
pursuit located at only a handful of elite US universities in the early
twentieth century, India studies has now extended into many of the
newly emerging “studies” fields, in addition to its focus within the
more traditional disciplines. But this extension has not been uniform,
and it is partly linked to the complex history of India studies in the US
from the late nineteenth century forward.2

Broadly, the roots can be traced to two separate and independently
evolving disciplinary rationales, themselves linked to particular eras.
The study of India as represented in the fields of religion, art history,
philosophy of religion, and to some extent anthropology can be traced
to early American Christian missionary involvements in India during
the late nineteenth and early twentieth century. The study of India
within the social sciences can be traced directly to the involvement of
the large American philanthropies in funding area studies in the early
1950s, propelled forward by an opening of the federal funding spigot
in 1958. After the Soviet launch of Sputnik in 1957, the US Congress
became alarmed that Americans were losing the war of knowledge to
the Soviets, in the natural as well as social sciences, and ushered in a
new era of federal appropriations for international education and for-
eign language study which remains in place to this day.

Thus the growth trajectory in India studies which took place in the
US from 1960 to approximately 1980 was an exciting phase of expan-
sion, especially in the academy. If the public sphere was largely unin-
terested in India, at least the field had a solid and secure presence in
the university sector. But funding trends and changing priorities of
scholarship introduced new considerations. In terms of financial resources,
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