Thematic foci of the 1st ESIND Training School “Comparative Research on European
Representations of India”, July 7t" - July 9t 2025, Technical University of Liberec, Czech Republic

As India and Europe are becoming increasingly important to each other as economic, political, and
strategic partners, sensitive issues arise in their encounters. Today, it is crucial to gain insight into
the ways in which Europeans have (mis)understood India and how this has shaped their
interactions with Indians in the past and present. The Training Schools of ESIND will examine the
development of Europe’s representations of India and their impact on encounters between the
two regions, using the expertise of both its experienced members and invited scholars.

The first ESIND Training school will focus on seeking possible answers to the project’s first
hypothesis, as formulated in ESIND MoU (p. 4). It can be described as the following research
problem:

Could we claim that the prevailing set of ideas and images about India in Europe emerged as a
result of empirical research which has continuously tested, refined and even changed its ideas
about the representations in question? If not, what are the consequences of such a finding for the
respective theories and representations of India?

Such an effort needs to follow several trajectories, as briefly indicated in the ESIND’s MoU. First of
all, it should assess critically the kinds of evidence which are used as a source of the European
understanding of Indian culture. Secondly, it is necessary to consider the soundness of the
European theories about the Indian practices, ideas, stories, etc., in terms of the openness of these
theories to re-formulation, or even refutation of their claims when there is a convincing counter-
evidence. Finally, we should consider possible assumptions which could have shaped the European
understanding of the distant culture. In other words, we should attempt to make explicit what is
presupposed, and often, what is not even recognized to exist in the debates dominating research
on India today. Several specific sub-questions will be addressed in this regard:

What evidence is dominantly used in order to support this or that particular explanation of Indian
culture?

Can we find the relevant evidence which would challenge the accepted views?

Can we trace the development of concrete representations of India created by the European
missionaries, scholars, colonial administrators, travelers and others, in terms of the evidence used?

Can we find important differences between the accounts on India from different parts of Europe?

Would the collected evidence suggest something about the assumptions which guided the
European research into the respective traditions, practices, ideas, etc., in India?

The Training School will also include workshops on text analysis and translation process, in
compliance with the ESIND’s focus on translation of the texts on India from many European
languages.

We will consider, for example, how exactly were the European concepts of religion, worship, and
other related concepts introduced to the study of different Indian traditions, groups, or lineages of



teachers. This is connected with the following problem: Scholars keep using the contrast between
“higher” and “popular” forms of Hinduism; there is an on-going debate about the “tribal” religion
in India; and about the continuous clashes between the proponents of the “higher” and other
forms of religion. However, if defined in terms of the content of their beliefs, these supposedly
competing religions show strange characteristics. In some cases, it is not possible to distinguish
between them in terms of doctrinal differences; in others, colonial officers, missionaries, or
anthropologists and other researches in India had difficulties to identify a doctrinal core of the
seemingly distinct religions. This strange situation suggests that we should go back to the empirical
evidence for the claims about this or that belief which should be a part of the doctrinal core of
Hinduism or “tribal religion”, and re-think its validity.

These are several examples of the topics which will be discussed in the first EISND Training School.
However, we welcome suggestions for other topics, if they are relevant to the research focus of
ESIND, as described above.



