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One of the great ironies of our postcolonial condition is that while India is said to be the home of religion, there are very few academic institutions where religion is discussed in a historically informed, culturally sensitive, and philosophically reflective manner that does not directly require religious affiliation. If you want to learn about Hinduism, you may have to go to a Hindu institution which is only concerned with making this declaration: “Hinduism is the quintessence of spirituality”. If you want
to learn about Islam, the destination may be an Islamic institution which only seeks to defend this claim: “Islam is the absolute truth”. In my estimate, there is no problem per se with such institutions: I would even say that we need pedagogic spaces where a scripture-based perspective is articulated, developed, and defended. However, what if someone who is Muslim says: “Never mind whether or not Hinduism is the most wonderful vision of self and society; where can I learn something about the key

values, ideals, and practices of a Hindu way of life?”. This query points to a great lacuna in our systems of higher education: an absence that is shaped by our postcolonial inheritances relating to anxieties about discussing religion in the public square.

One of the great ironies of our postcolonial condition is that while India is said
to be the home of religion, there are very few academic institutions where
religion is discussed in a historically informed, culturally sensitive, and
philosophically reflective manner that does not directly require religious
affiliation. If you want to learn about Hinduism, you may have to go to a Hindu
institution which is only concerned with making this declaration: “Hinduism is
the quintessence of spirituality”. If you want to learn about Islam, the
destination may be an Islamic institution which only seeks to defend this
claim: “Islam is the absolute truth”. In our estimate, there is no problem per se
with such institutions: we would even say that we need pedagogic spaces
where a scripture-based perspective is articulated, developed, and defended.
However, what if someone, who is a Muslim, says: “Never mind whether or not
Hinduism is the most wonderful vision of self and society; where can I learn
something about the key values, ideals, and practices of a Hindu way of life?”
This query points to a great lacuna in our systems of higher education: an
absence that is shaped by our postcolonial inheritances relating to anxieties
about discussing religion in the public square.

As a result, there seem to be only two highly polarised ways of addressing the
“religion question”. According to the first, religion is nothing but the undiluted
transmission of primordial tradition: whatever a Hindu or a Muslim says about
their religious life is the final word and any attempt to contest it will be met
with violent retaliation. According to the second, religion is the regressive force
par excellence that is pulling us back into a medieval darkness. Even to
whisper the word “religion” is to run the risk of being denounced as an
unreflective reactionary. So, Indian institutions lack a third space where
religion can be studied through multidisciplinary lenses such as anthropology,
sociology, philosophy, political theory, and theology.

What could such a third space look like? In these 11 lectures on dimensions of
Hindu philosophy, culture, and social imagination, I will gesture towards
some possibilities. The duration of each lecture is 1 hour; it will be followed by
a response offered by a scholar or scholar-practitioner from an Islamic
background. 

Concept Note 



These 11 lectures do not presuppose any acquaintance with Hindu
beliefs and practices, and are open to anyone who may be

interested. 

Lectures 1–3: An introduction to (a) the methodology of critical
empathy in the study of religion; (b) the sociocultural and the
socioreligious meanings of the word “Hindu”; (c) Vedic ritual
imaginations of the world as a sacrificial order (yajña, dharma);
and (d) the motif of self-knowledge (jñāna, vidyā) in the
Upaniṣads.

Lecture 4: An introduction to the central themes of the Bhagavad-
gītā. 

Lectures 5–6: An introduction to Vedāntic notions of the human
self (jīva, ātman) and its relation to the divine reality
(brahman, īśvara).

Lecture 7–8: An introduction to the divine feminine (devī,
śakti), and an exploration of the locations of Hindu
spirituality on everyday landscapes structured by distinctions
of caste (varnạ, jāti) and gender (strī-dharma).

Lectures 9–10: An introduction to the multiple styles of post-1757
Hindu modernity, which have sought to rework premodern scriptural
texts and practices in active engagement with the idea of the
West.

Lecture 11: An exploration of how the symbolic languages of loss,
longing, lament, and love have acted as sites of translation
across some Hindu and Muslim socioreligious spaces. 

 

Structure 
of the Lecture Series 



Lecture - 1 : Introducing the series & the methodology of “critical empathy”
in the academic study of religion
 04 April
Interlocutor: Imran Visram, Oxford University, UK

Lecture-2: Vedic ritual imaginations of the world as a sacrificial order (yajña,
dharma)
 11 April
Interlocutor: Asim Siddiqui, Azim Premji University

Lecture-3: Self-knowledge (jñāna, vidyā) in the Upaniṣads.
18 April
Interlocutor: Mursed Alam, Gour College & Anindya Purakayastha, ILSR Kolkata

BREAK
Lecture-4: Bhagavad-gītā: the song of the beautiful Lord 
2 May
Interlocutor: Soumen Mukherjee, Presidency University, India

Lecture-5: Vedāntic notions of the human self and the divine ground
8 May
Interlocutor: Aminah Mohammad-Arif, CNRS, Paris

Lecture-6: Vedāntic notions of the human self and the divine ground
16 May
Interlocutor: Saad Ismail, Aligarh Muslim University

BREAK
Lecture-7: Socioreligious contexts of caste and gender
30 May
Interlocutor: Nazimuddin Siddique, Jamia Millia Islamia, India

Lecture-8: Socioreligious contexts of caste and gender
6 June
Interlocutor:  Inamur Rahman, Presidency University

Lecture-9: Multiple styles of post-1757 Hindu modernity 
13 June
Interlocutor: Dietrich Reetz, Leibniz-Zentrum Moderner Orient, Berlin

Lecture-10: Multiple styles of post-1757 Hindu modernity 
20 June
Interlocutor:  Sumaira Nawaz, NLSIU, India & Amara Ali, University of California,
Berkeley

Lecture-11
Sites of translation across Hindu and Muslim socioreligious spaces
27 June
Interlocutor: Sarah Ahmad, BHU, India  

Schedule  Every Saturday  at 7 PM IST



Ankur Barua
After a B.Sc. in Physics from St. Stephen’s
College, University of Delhi, Ankur read
Theology and Religious Studies at the Faculty
of Divinity, Cambridge. His primary research
interests are Vedāntic Hindu philosophical
theology and Indo-Islamic styles of sociality.
He researches the conceptual constellations and
the social structures of the Hindu traditions,
both in premodern contexts in South Asia and in
colonial milieus where multiple ideas of Hindu
identity were configured along transnational
circuits between India, Britain, Europe, and
USA. Some of these narratives are re-imagined
in his work of historical fiction, The Harvest
of Time (2023). An integral dimension of
Ankur’s research is the comparative philosophy
of religion. He studies the theological and the
sociopolitical aspects of Hindu–Christian
engagements. In recent years, his research
focus has moved to an exploration of the
intersections between the idioms of bhakti,
yoga, tawhị̄d, and tasạwwuf on the multiply-
stratified postcolonial landscapes of South
Asia. He is a trained singer of the devotional
songs of Śaṅkaradeva (1449–1568) and
Rabindranath Tagore – he frequently resources
these sonic streams in his academic research
and public lectures. 

Our Thinkers 

Aminah Mohammad-Arif is Research Director
at France’s CNRS (Centre national de
recherche scientifique), and an affiliate
member of the Centre d’études sud-
asiatiques et himalayennes (CNRS-EHESS).
She is the author of numerous journal
articles, and of books including
Politique et Religions en Asie du Sud. Le
sécularisme dans tous ses états? (co-
edited with Christophe Jaffrelot).

Dietrich Reetz is a senior research
affiliate at Leibniz Zentrum
Moderner Orient, Berlin, and
external faculty member of the
Department of Political Science and
PI, Berlin Graduate School of Muslim
Cultures and Societies, Free
University Berlin. He has researched
and widely published on Islam and
Muslims in South Asia, including
their global entanglements. He
covers South Asia in his monograph
“Islam in the Public Sphere:
Religious Groups in India, 1900–
1947” (Oxford University Press,
2006). His research can be found at
https://dietrichreetz.academia.edu/.

Amara Ali is a Lecturer in the
Department of South and Southeast Asian
Studies. Her research centers on the
interplay of Urdu, Hindi, and Kashmiri
literary traditions and Islam in South
Asia. Her doctoral dissertation
provides a literary examination of the
Kashmiri marsiya (an elegiac poem),
analyzing how this local form
articulates a unique Kashmiri
aesthetic, while remaining in critical
dialogue with the broader Urdu,
Persian, and Arabic literary
traditions. Earlier, she completed her
master's studies at the University of
Cambridge, focusing on the celebrated
Urdu poets Mirza Ghalib and Faiz Ahmed
Faiz.

Sumaira Nawaz is a scholar of Global
Intellectual History and Islamic Studies.
Her dissertation, "Muslim Periodicals
between Worlds, c. 1876–1919," examines how
Muslim periodicals in Persian and Urdu,
circulating across the Ottoman Empire,
Afghanistan, and South Asia, crafted a
deeply located and contested sense of
cosmopolitanism. Focusing on Istanbul’s
Akḥtar, Lahore’s Watan, Aligarh’s Maʿārif,
and Kabul’s Sirāj ul-Akḥbār, I ask how these
“worldly” periodicals re-oriented their
locations of reference to the Muslim East.
In doing so, she arguse that these
periodicals, despite their claims of
addressing united Muslim publics, evolved in
response to the many print-spheres they
moved through, even allowing adverse and
hostile voices to circulate on their pages.



Soumen Mukherjee (Dr.phil. University of
Heidelberg, 2010) teaches history at Presidency
University, Kolkata. He is the author of two
monographs: Religion, Mysticism, and
Transcultural Entanglements in Modern South
Asia: Towards a Global Religious History
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2024) and Ismailism and
Islam in Modern South Asia: Community and
Identity in the Age of Religious Internationals
(Cambridge University Press, 2017), and an
array of scholarly articles and book chapters
in the fields of religious and intellectual
history of modern South Asia. His other
publi�cations include three edited collections,
viz.: (with Toshio Akai) Esotericism, Mysticism
and the Politics of Transcendence in Modern
Asia (Anthem, 2025); Empire, Religion, and
Identity: Modern South Asia and the Global
Circulation of Ideas (Brill, 2024); and (with
Christopher Harding) a special issue titled
‘Mind, Soul, and Consciousness: Religion,
Science and the Psy-Disciplines in Modern South
Asia’, South Asian History and Culture, 9, 3
(2018), subsequently reprinted as an edited
collection (Routledge, 2019). Mukherjee’s most
recent fellowships include the Smuts Visiting
Research Fellowship in Commonwealth Studies at
the University of Cambridge, United Kingdom
(2025); the Charles Wallace India Trust
Visiting Fellowship, also at the University of
Cambridge (2024); and the Annemarie Schimmel
Fellowship awarded by the Institute of Ismaili
Studies, London (2023).

Our Thinkers 

Sarah Ahmad is a cultural geographer whose
research explores Muslim pilgrimage, gendered
ritual practices, and interreligious
encounters in South Asia. She received her
PhD in Geography from Banaras Hindu
University, where her work examined Sufi
shrines as lived spaces of affect, healing,
and vernacular pluralism. Her scholarship
engages debates in cultural geography,
Islamic studies, and the study of religion,
with particular attention to shared
devotional landscapes and everyday forms of
interfaith coexistence. Her current research
extends to questions of digital mediation,
sacred space, and transnational religious
publics.

Md. Inamur Rahman currently serves as an
Assistant Professor of Philosophy at
Presidency University, Kolkata. He earned
his Doctorate in Philosophy from the
University of Delhi, where he also completed
his M.Phil. in Philosophy. Dr. Rahman
teaches a range of courses, particularly in
ethics and social and political philosophy.
His work generally addresses contemporary
moral concerns and key issues in political
philosophy. Deeply committed to critical
inquiry, his work reflects a sustained
engagement with social and political
thought, the entanglement of it with
metaphysical and epistemic questions, issues
of justice and pluralism, alongside an
ongoing exploration of alternative
frameworks for understanding our engagement
with the world.

Saad Ismail, MBBS, MD, is a Senior
Resident at the Department of
Physiology, Jawaharlal Nehru Medical
College, Aligarh Muslim University. He
is the founder and editor of Project
Noon, a forum for exploring Hindu-
Muslim Studies. He was the recipient of
the Cambridge-Hamied Visiting Lecture
grant in 2024. His writings and reviews
have been published in journals such as
The Journal of Hindu Studies and
Critical Muslim. 

Dr. Asim Siddiqui is a faculty of Philosophy
and Development Studies at the Azim Premji
University India. His research interest lies
in anti-caste Liberation philosophy for
deepening democracy and creating a
compassionate society. He collaborates with
several youth focused organisations to
facilitate critical thinking and emotional
capacity building workshops while engaging
with issues of social justice. His PhD
research was in Philosophy of Education to
interrogate the praxis of transformative
pedagogy for addressing discriminatory
action. He has also advised and trained many
non-profit & for-profit sector organisations
in leadership and development, as well as
designing their strategy & programs. Earlier
he had got a B. Tech from IIT Delhi and was
involved in business and social
entrepreneurship by setting up a software
startup and the youth campaign Jaago Re!.



Our Thinkers 

Nazimuddin Siddique is an Assistant Professor
in the Department of Sociology at Jamia
Millia Islamia, New Delhi. Prior to joining
Jamia Millia Islamia, he held academic
positions at several institutions. His
scholarly work has been published in leading
journals such as Economic and Political
Weekly, Comparative Migration Studies, and
Social Scientist, as well as in prominent
media platforms including Al Jazeera, The
Wire, The Quint, and The Indian Express,
among others.
His research interests include social theory,
citizenship, democracy, policy and
governance, Northeast India, and the study of
discrimination.

Mursed Alam is Assistant Professor in the
Department of English, Gour College, University
of Gour Banga, India. He was a postdoctoral
fellow at the Institute for Advanced Studies in
the Humanities (IASH), University of Edinburgh
(2023); a Fellow at ICSI, New School for Social
Research, New York (2024) and the Charles
Wallace India Trust Fellow (2018). His areas of
research include subaltern studies, Bengali
Muslim literary and cultural history,
indigenous health epistemes in India, Islamic
traditions in South Asia, and decoloniality
studies. He is the managing editor of Kairos: A
Journal of Critical Symposium and one of the
founding members of the Postcolonial Studies
Association of the Global South (PSAGS). His
translation of the short stories of Lutfor
Rahaman is published by YODA Press in November,
2025. He recently signed a contract with
Bloomsbury for his jointly written book on
Beyond Subaltern Studies. He is currently
involved in a Government of West Bengal-
sponsored project on the ‘minor’ intellectual
traditions from Bengal. 

Anindya Sekhar Purakayastha, currently
with the Institute of Language Studies and
Research (ILSR), Kolkata has been
professor of English at Kazi Nazrul
University, India. He was the 2025 Global
South Visiting Fellow at the Centre for
Research in the Arts, Humanities and
Social Sciences (CRASSH), University of
Cambridge. He also held a visiting
position in 2025 for his research at the
École Normale Supérieure, Paris and in
2026, he will be a visiting fellow at the
Martin Luther University, Halle-
Wittenberg, Germany for his research on
global cultures of the Enlightenment. He
was a Fulbright Fellow at the University
of Massachusetts, Amherst (2018-19) for
his archival research work on W.E.B
DuBois. Prof. Purakayastha has been
awarded the British Library Endangered
Archive Project Grant for a major project
on digitization and research on a 19th
century archive of Indian knowledge
systems and literarycultural texts,
situated in Calcutta, Bengal. He has been
a Leibniz Fellow (2023) at the Leibniz
Peace Research Institute, Frankfurt and a
Visiting Fellow (2022) at the
Forschungskolleg Humanwissenschaften,
Goethe University Frankfurt. His jointly
authored new book, Beyond Subaltern
Studies is forthcoming from Bloomsbury
Academic. He was the Charles Wallace India
Trust Translation Fellow (2021) at the
British Centre for Literary Translation,
University of East Anglia, UK. His
research focuses on critical theory,
vernacular literary traditions, public
humanities, decoloniality studies and the
question of violence. He is interested in
the fields of “Engaged Literature” and
cultural politics. His previous edited and
authored books have been published by
Edinburgh University Press, ILSR Press,
Palgrave Macmillan and Routledge. He co-
edits Kairos, A Journal of Critical
Symposium and is one of the founding
members of the Postcolonial Studies
Association of the Global South (PSAGS).

Imran Visram recently completed his DPhil
in Theology and Religion at the University
of Oxford. His research focuses on Islam
in South Asia, with particular emphasis on
Indo-Ismaili devotional literature. His
broader scholarly interests include the
role of sonic artistic forms in processes
of interreligious engagement and
encounter.
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Postcolonial Studies Association of the Global South (PSAGS)  is conceptualised
as a forum for critical debate on issues pertaining to postcolonial societies.
The forum actively encourages theorising from the Global South, while also
promoting critical dialogue and engagement with theories from the Western
tradition. 

Web Link: (https://psags.wordpress.com/)

PSAGS Interfaith Dialogue Forum pursues research and dialogue on religious
traditions from and in South Asia, fostering inter-cultural dialogue and co-
living for a just and harmonious future society.

Ambedkar Centre for Social and Cultural Studies (ACSCS), Gour College is built on the
earlier Ambedkar Study Centre of Gour Mahavidyalaya, which the University Grants
Commission funded under the scheme called Epoch-Making Social Thinkers of India.  The
objectives of the Ambedkar Centre for Social and Cultural Studies can be summed up in
the following way:

To promote research on Ambedkar and other important Indian thinkers on social
justice and cultural empowerment
To organise seminars, workshops and occasional talks on topics related to its
stated objective of mainstreaming the minor discourses in the academic circle
To study and critically analyse the existing social and cultural policies of the
country
To spread awareness about Ambedkar’s social thinking among the students.

(Web Link: https://gourmaha.ac.in/ambedkar-centre/)Convenors
Mursed Alam, Gour College, University of Gour Banga
Anindya Sekhar Purakayastha, ILSR Kolkata

Academic Cohort
Swati Guha, Director, ILSR
Manas Dutta, Aliah University
Dhritiman Chakraborty, IQAC, Gour College
Arup Roy, Gour College
Richa Biswas, PSAGS
Seema Ahmed, Lokepara College & PSAGS
Arijit Bhattacharya, Gour College
Anurag Mazumdar, ILSR
Rumeli Mukherjee, ILSR & PSAGS
Kalyan Chakraborty,PSAGS
Kainaat Ghazal, ILSR
Maitrayee Mukherjee, ILSR & PSAGS
Saptaparni Pandit, PSAGS
Sk Moinuddin, Gour College

Academic-Administrative Cohort
Ashim Kumar Sarkar, Principal, Gour College
Subhendra Bhowmick, Research Lead, PSAGS


