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The History of Ahistoricity 
The Indian Tradition, Colonialism, and the 
Advent of Historical Thinking! 

I 

One day in 1838, a number of forward-looking Bengali men con­
stituted themselves into a 'Society for the Acquisition of General 

Knowledge.' Residents of Calcutta, then the capital of British posses­
sions in India, these founders of the Society perhaps imagined them­
selves as the vanguard of a native elite that, taking inspiration from 
its colonial overlords, would do something to bring European learn­
ing to their countrymen. In the prospectus setting forth their aims and 
ambitions, these gentlemen admitted with great humility and shame 
the truth of the charge levelled by Europeans against Indians, 'that in 
no one department of learning, are our acquirements otherwise than 
extremely superficial'. The Society aimed to play its part in the elimi­
nation of the deficiencies in the knowledge of 'educated Hindus' and 
in the revival of learning in an ancient land. The three hundred native 
gentlemen gathered together on a morning in March gave their unani­
mous assent to these lofty goals.2 

Two discourses on subjects various and sundry were delivered 
before members of the Society every month. The very first one, 
delivered by the Rev. Krishna Mohun Banerjea, was 'On the Nature 
and Importance of Historical Studies'. Its author expounded on the 
virtues of studying history and having 'clear views on the subject', for 
history-unlike the sciences-addressed itself to 'that principle of 
our moral constitution which may be termed faith, belief, or credu­
lity'. The study of history provided intellectual gratification; it taught 
men how to distinguish between fact and fiction, truth and falsehood. 
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The Rev. Banerjea observed that the nations of the West, which once 
'groaned under wretched degradation,' had risen by attending closely 
'to the lessons of history'. Here was a novel theory to account for the 
rise of the West, upon which no historian, down to the present day, 
has bestowed any attention. Indeed, one could not reflect upon the 
past without imbibing 'important lessons', and the consequent detec­
tion of errors would secure 'the next [age] from returning into the 
same'. Hindus, particularly, were in want of that education which 
history supplied: their 'early education had a tendency to confound 
in one mass history and mythology-facts and fables-truth and 
fiction-receiving them all indifferently as true or else rejecting 
them all as wholly false-sweeping the gold away from the dross.' 
Such a situation had been brought about by the 1amentable want of 
authentic records in our own [Hindu] literature', and though the 
mythological legends ofIndia testified to the ancients' keen apprecia­
tion of poetry, such legends were not to be confused with 'historical 
compositions'.3 

That Hindus were without much of a sense of the past, and prone 
to intersperse facts with fanciful tales, seems to have been a common­
place from at least the time of Alberuni, an Arab astronomer, math­
ematician, and geographer who had become a member of the court of 
Mahmud of Ghazni in 1017 AD, and likely accompanied Mahmud on 
one or more of his frequent raids into India.4 In what is doubtless the 
most famous passage in his voluminous account of Indian life and 
society, Alberuni observed that 'Mahmud utterly ruined the prosper­
ity of the country, and performed there wonderful exploits, by which 
the Hindus became like atoms of dust scattered in all directions, and 
like a tale of old in the mouth of the people. Their scattered remains 
cherish, of course, the most inveterate aversion towards all Mus­
lims.'s Judging from the extreme animus against Mahmud still 
harboured by many educated Hindus, one might be forgiven for 
thinking that the historical memory of the atrocities perpetrated by 
Mahmud, such as they might have been, had persisted among the 
Hindus for nearly a millennium. 6 However, Alberuni had, most per­
tinently, noted as well that 'the Hindus do not pay much attention to 
the historical order of things, they are very careless in relating the 
chronological succession of their kings, and when they are pressed 
for information and are at a loss, not knowing what to say, they 
invariably take to tale-telling.'7Had Alberuni known that Mahmud's 
invasions of India would scarcely find an acknowledgement in Indian 
writings for centuries thereafter, he would have marvelled at his own 
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prescience. Inattentive to historical discourses, Indians appeared to 
have relegated Mahmud to relative obscurity. It is only in the nine­
teenth ceni\rry that a nascent Indian historiography began to view 
Mahmud, with much encouragement from the British, as an inveter­
ate foe of the Hindus and as a barbarian who inaugurated the blood­
thirsty reign of Muslim monarchs. 

Not just India, but large parts of the East, were alleged to lack 
historical compositions until comparatively recent times. To Gibbon, 
who opined that 'the art and genius of history has ever been un­
known to the Asiatics', it was indubitably certain that no Arab histo­
rian had supplied as clear a narrative of the history of the Arabs as 
was to be found in the pages of his own The Decline and Fall of the 
Roman Empire. Before 'the coming of Mahomet', the Persians had 
preserved virtually nothing of their history, and as a consequence 
they were in the dark even about events' glorious to their nation'. 8 As 
John D. Rogers has documented, a similar tenor of argument is to be 
found in early British writings onSri Lanka. Robert Percival gave it as 
his opinion in 1803 that 'the wild stories current among the natives, 
throw no light whatever on the ancient history of the island', and he 
considered the Portuguese arrival in Sri Lanka in 1505 as furnishing 
the first authentic piece of information about that island nation, 
thanks to the documentation of the Portuguese themselves; and simi­
larly a later contemporary, writing in 1821, viewed various Sinhalese 
chronicles as collections of legends: 'The Singalese possess no accu­
rate record of events, are ignorant of genuine history, and are not 
sufficiently advanced to relish it.'9 

Among the scholar-administrator types whose histories of India 
first emerged in the eighteenth century, and began to proliferate at an 
alarming rate as larger chunks of India came under their jurisdiction, 
it was nearly an article of faith to observe that not until the arrival of 
the Muslims did works resembling historical compositions begin to 

~ be written in India. Even then the accounts of the early Muham­
madan conquests in India, and of the later Muslim dynasties as well 
as the Mughal Empire, were authored almost without exception by 
Muslims.lO But could these accounts deservedly be designated as 
'history'? Sir H. M. Elliot, author of a voluminous history of India 
during 'The Muhammadan Period' constructed from the writings of 
Indian 'historians', declared emphatically that the 'Muhammadan 
histories' could scarcely claim to rank higher than 'Annals'. For the 
most part they comprised a 'dry narration of events' in strict chrono­
logical fashion, without any conception of how events could be 
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grouped 'philosophically according to their relations'. Having had 
no acquaintance with any political system other than absolute despo­
tism, these 'historians' wrote only about 'thrones and imperial pow­
ers', about 'successive conspiracies, revolts, intrigues, murders, and 
fratricides, so common in Asiatic monarchies'; and they had not the 
slightest interest in illustrating the conditions under which the com­
mon people lived, the state of commerce and agriculture, the 'con­
stituent elements or mutual relations' which characterize any society, 
the history of religious and social institutions, or indeed any aspect of 
'civil history'. Of cause and effect the Muhammadan writers knew 
nothing; their reflections and suggestions, few to begin with, were of 
the 'most puerile and contemptible kind'; and, worst of all, the writ­
ers displayed an appalling immorality, for they 'sympathize[d] with 
no virtues', and 'abhor[red] no vices'.ll If the Muslim histories of 
India could be dispatched into oblivion with such ease, then one 
shuddered to think of how entirely preposterous were the writings of 
the Hindus, who were not even remotely familiar with the concep­
tion of history. 

'It is allowed on all hands that no historical composition existed in 
the literature of the Hindus.t12 This observation, that runs like a 
refrain through British scholarship on India, acquired in the first half 
of the nineteenth century a sanctity that was to remain unquestioned 
until the advent of nationalism at the turn of the century. James Mill, 
in his History of British India, summoned no less than a dozen wit­
nesses to support the contention that the Hindus were 'perfectly 
destitute of historical records', entirely indifferent to chronology, and 
not in the least inclined to make statements within the 'sober limits of 
truth and history'.13Mill also drew attention to the lack ofany work in 
Hindu literature on geography that was not patently 'absurd' and 
'monstrous', a geography that was not, in the words of his contempo­
rary Thomas Macaulay, 'made up of seas of treacle and seas of 
butter' It is certainly the case that Sanskrit lacks a geographical 
literature. No work gives us any conception of India's neighbours; 
and despite India's cultural empire or presence in Indonesia, Cambo­
dia, and other parts of southeast Asia, and its role in the Indian Ocean 
trading network, no Indian traveller left behind accounts that would 
give us a sense of the history and geography of these places. 

Mill's opinions and criticisms of Indian 1iterature', if indeed so 
dignified a word could be used to characterize the fictions of a people 
belonging to a 'rude age', were not dismissed as the ravings of a 
madman or as the predilections of a scholar knowledgeable only in 
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the Western classics. In his Preface to the 1858 edition of Mill's History 
of British India, the eminent Orientalist H. H. Wilson, cognizant of the 
immense influence that the History continued to exercise, endeav­
oured to repudiate Mill's dismissive observations about India with 
the remark that his characterization of Hindu society 'almost out­
rages humanity'.15 Some years later, the compiler of the great Sanskrit 
dictionary, Sir Monier-Williams, noting that Mill's history was 'still a 
standard work', expressed regret at the 'infinite harm' it had done by 
its 'unjustifiable blackening of the Indian national character', and he 
thought the superciliousness of 'young Englishmen' brought out to 
govern India owed much to its pernicious influence.16 Clearly, the 
History of British India had left a deep impression on the minds of 
Englishmen, and one man who was wholly susceptible to Mill's 
influence was Thomas Macaulay. As Law Member of the Viceroy'S 
Council, Macaulay in 1835 penned the 'Minute on Indian Education', 
which had a decisive impact in determining British educational poli­
cies in India. Macaulay argued that educational funds would be put 
to better use in teaching 'sound Philosophy and true History' than 
Hindu astronomy, 'which would move laughter in girls at an English 
boarding school', or a history 'abounding with kings thirty feet high, 
and reigns thirty thousand years long', or a geography full of the 
most fanciful notionsP Henceforth history would not merely com­
prise a distinct and honoured part of the curriculum in schools and 
colleges in India, but historical analysis became, as Gauri Viswanathan 
has suggested, the principal method 'of teaching colonial subjects to 
identify error in their own systems of thought and, simultaneously, 
confirm Western principles of law, order, justice, and truth'.18While 
Mill's own history was to 'remain the hegemonic textbook of Indian 
history' throughout the nineteenth century, Indian classrooms were 
inundated with numerous other historical texts.19 

The question remains: why should the absence of historical works 
in the literature of the Hindus, assuming this to be an observation of 
some veracity, h8.ve struck Mill and other Englishmen as a singular ly 
important fact? To Mill it was demonstrably clear that as people 
emerge from a 'rude age', and reason begins to exert on human affairs 
a considerable influence, 'no use of letters is deemed more important 
than that of preserving an accurate record of those events and actions 
by which the interests of the nations have been promoted or im­
paired'.20 An interest in history was, to the mind of Mill, the eminent 
mark of reason and culture, of a civilization instituted on rational 
principles and characterized by intellectual maturity. The Hindus 
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had not yet understood that a 'record of the past' could be used as 
'guidance of [sic] the future'. As a Utilitarian, Mill was acutely con­
scious of the uses and lessons of history, a subject matter on which 
English and Indian school-children were routinely asked, until per­
haps recently, to display their expository and analytical skills. More­
over, Mill, whose intellectual outlook was dictated not only by the 
Utilitarian ethos, but by the world view of Bacon and Newton, saw 
poetry and history-dealing with universals and particulars, accord­
ing to Aristotle-as diametrically opposed to each other. Mill was not 
loathe to derive moral lessons from this purportedly great divide. 
'The rude and untutored barbarian' admired, and wondered at, only 
those events in the past which could be 'remembered solely for the 
pleasure of those emotions': 'Exaggeration, therefore, is more fitted to 
his desires than exactness; and poetry than history.' 'All rude na­
tions,' James Mill averred, 'neglect history, and are gratified with the 
productions of the mythologists and poets.' The conclusion was 
inescapable: as Hindus had failed to produce historical works, they 
were still barbarians.21 To Mill, as to other European intellectuals, the 
Greeks provided the needed contrast: whatever theii foibles, and 
they too had indulged in such childish amusements as poetry and 
mythology, among the earliest luminosities of the Greek world were 
the historians Herodotus and Thucydides.22 

Why should, nonetheless, the attention of Englishmen in the pe­
riod from the end of the eighteenth century to the aftermath of World 
War I have been riveted, when at all India was within the eye's gaze, 
upon the lack of historical works in Hindu literature? Why should 
that have been any more significant than, say, the fact that the ancient 
Greeks did not produce any grammarians, or certainly no one who 
would assume in the history of linguistics a place comparable to that 
occupied by Panini? What animated thispredHection for history 
among Englishmen? The English middle classes in Shakespeare'S 
time had already developed a considerable taste for history, and one 
historian of this phenomenon has gone so far as to state that the 
'reading of history' was regarded by them 'as a virtue second only to 
an acquaintance with Holy Writ'. History furnished moral examples, 
and the lessons it provided could be used profitably in the service of 
the state; the didactic value ascribed to history coincided so 'precisely 
with the bourgeois conception of the utility of learning that histories 
were hailed as the perfect literature of the middle class'.23 If an en­
gagement with history was a measure of England's greatness, the 
dearth of history-reading in other societies, such as Ireland, was just 
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as surely a measure of their impoverishment, and even of their fitness 
to be enslaved: as one writer put it in 1578, the Irish were 'baereued of 
one of the greatest benefites, that giveth light and understanding, 
which is by reading of histories ...'.24 The Irish and the Indians were 
evidently united by more than their common subjugation under the 
English. 

This English interest in history would continue to persist, except 
that in the England of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
history was seen as something entirely divorced from the imagina­
tion. The old Aristotelian distinction between poetry and history was 
very much alive: poetry dealt with what could be, history confined 
itself to facts. With the ascendancy of the New Science, 'natural 
knowledge' and especially mathematics were placed in sharp oppo­
sition to poetry. The Philosophical Transactions, established in 1665, 
was prepared to publish genuine pieces of knowledge 'free from the 
colours of Rhetorick, the devices of Fancy, or the delightful deceit of 
Fables'.25 In the Augustan Age, even poetry became mathematical in 
the hands of Pope and Dryden. But the aftermath of the Augustan 
Age was, from the stand point of the Evangelicals and the Utilitarians, 
unpropitious: the Romantic poets restored wicked poetry, unreason, 
and passion in all its monstrosity to dignity. This distinction, between 
poetry and history, unreason and reason, fiction and fact, became 
then the backdrop for Mill's fulminations in India. That Indians 
lacked a tradition of historical inquiry, and were devoid of respect for 
facts and reason, was equally illustrative of the degenerate tenden­
cies of the Romantic movement. Observations about India had no 
necessary intrinsic interest for most Englishmen, but had a great deal 
to do with the dispute within England between conflicting ideolo­
gies; and it is even arguable that Mill's animadversions against India 
owed a great deal to his animus against Romantic poetry. The passion 
for facts among utilitarians, social reformers, and evangelicals moved 
by the spirit of 'improvement' had proceeded so far in the nineteenth 
century that Dickens was compelled to mock this development: thus 
Gradgrind, the school inspector in Hard Times, would ask for the 
establishment of Commissioners of Facts, delegated with the respon­
sibility of instituting a regime of fact.26 

Nineteenth-century English thought, then, would be marked by a 
passion for facts and history, and this passion can be traced in the 
historical novels of Sir WaIter Scott, in essays by Carlyle ('On His­
tory', 1829) and others, and in such massive historical compositions 
as Macaulay's History of England (1849). The study of history was to 
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become institutionalized, and history was to enter Western discourse 
as an episteme, as the determining principle of all knowledge.v 
History as a formal course of study was introduced into universities, 
and the transformation of this study into a 'discipline' was marked by 
the formation of new associations devoted to the study of the 'past', 
such as The British Archaeological Association (1843), The Royal 
Historical Society (1868), The Society of Biblical Archaeology (1870), 
and the Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings (1877), and the 
introduction of various scholarly and quasi-scholarly journals, most 
notably the English Historical Review (1886) and Antiquary (1880).28 
The English Historical Review boldly recommended itself to its readers 
in the inaugural issue with the observation that 'history, in an even 
greater degree than its votaries have as yet generally recognised, is 
the central study among human studies, capable of illuminating and 
entiching all the rest',29 and Lord Acton was to assume a similarly 
elevated tone in his 'Inaugural Lecture on the Study of History', 
delivered at Cambridge University in June 1895: 'The science of 
politics is the one science that is deposited by the stream of history, 
like the grains of gold in the sand of a river; and the knowledge of the 
past, the record of truths revealed by experience, is. eminently practi­
cal, as an instrument of action and a power that goes to the making of 
the future.'30 

As England showed the way to the future by enshrining the study 
of history and historical modes of thinking as characteristic of a 
vigorous and energetic civilization, so India was a pointed reminder 
of the ill-effects of lacking the historical sensibility. However, the 
disposition towards history was manifested not merely in the assault 
upon Indian traditions and the supposed peculiarities of Indians 
such as their lack of historical works, but also in the creation by the 
British, from the very outset, of a historical discourse about India and, 
pari passu, in the fixation on 'events', in the privileging of action­
history being 'what happened', not what is imagined-over thought. 
The privileging of action in turn was manifest in the celebration of 
'the man on the spot', that intrepid soldier or administrator enacting 
his role on the field of action, the field of history; conversely, Indians 
were perceived to inhabit a dream-like world, caught in the stupor of 
contemplation, averse to action. If this became the received view, how 
far did it inform the outlook of Indians ruminating about both their 
own past and the intellectual weaknesses of Hindu civilization? Was 
the observation about the lack of historical works in Hindu civiliza­
tion generally accepted by Hindus, and what kind of speculations 
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did they entertain about this embarrassing phenomenon? How did 
Indian nationalists respond to the charge? Did the nationalist re­
sponse consist essentially in marshalling data to the contrary, and in 
establishing, or fabricating, knowledge of the past based upon indig­
enous sources? Or did the nationalists ground their response in a 
differing epistemology, an epistemology that, if it did not consider 
history to be of little consequence, saw no reason to associate organi­
cally the spirit of historical inquiry with either the triumph of reason 
or faith in the idea of progress? Have the nationalist historians' 
attempts, which prevail to this day, to elevate the so-called itihasa­
purana tradition to a tradition of historical inquiry conceived partially 
along scientific principles yielded different principles of historical 
inquiry, differing conceptions of history? How, finally, are we to 
interpret the significance of the British charge and, provided there is 
in it a kernel of truth, the significance of the lacuna itself? If history is 
full'of 'lessons' for the present, which is the predominant popular 
conception of history, might not the lack of history be a more porten­
tous guide? 

1I 

At an address delivered in the early years of his political career, 
which spanned the period from 1875 to 1925, the Bengali nationalist 
Surendranath Banerjea, later viewed by the British as a voice of 
moderation, observed that anyone wishing to look into the Indian 
past encountered a 'difficulty of considerable magnitude' at the very 
threshold of his inquiry. In the whole field of Sanskrit literature, only 
one historical work, and that too from the late medieval periC!d, was 
to be found. 'Are we then to conclude', asked Banerjea, 'that our 
ancestors, the great Aryans of ancient India, were ignorant of the art 
of historical composition and never wrote histories?' How could it be 
that 'the great Aryans of ancient India', who produced lasting works 
of philosophy, religion, poetry, drama, grammar, and law, were so 
deficient in the production of historical knowledge as not to leave 
behind a single historical work from the time of antiquity? Was it 
reasonable to suppose that people who were capable of such supreme 
achievements in the various branches of human knowledge were 
wanting in 'the simple art' of recording their past, 'the sayings and 
doings of their kings and queens'? How could progress have been 
made in the different branches of knowledge without some progress 
in the act of historical composition? Indeed, how was one to measure 
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the idea of progress at all without an idea of history? Was it thus not 
very probable that the Hindus had not been ignorant of historical 
knowledge? Fortunately to the credit of the country's ancestors, and 
'for the good name of India', Banerjea could conclude that such 
histories had at one time existed, but they could not survive 'the 
revolutions and convulsions' which India 'had unhappily too often 
to pass through', the 'carelessness of the Brahmins', and 'the pecu­
liarities' of India's climate.31 

It is worthwhile dwelling on the reasons adduced by Banerjea for 
why histories authored by Hindus had not come down to the present 
age. If James Mill and Macaulay represented one side of Orientalist 
discourse, the other face of Orientalism, the burden of which in time 
was assumed especially by the nationalists, consisted in a glorifica­
tion of the ancient Aryans and correspondingly in the denunciation 
of the non-Hindu, and particularly Islamic, elements of Indian civili­
zation. Though self-avowedly a nationalist, albeit of the 'moderate' 
variety, Banerjea was echoing, inadvertently or otherwise, imperial­
ist discourse. He observed that the 'Empire of the Kshatriyas' was 
followed in turn by that of the Muslims, the Mughals, the Mahrattas, 
and finally the British: the history of India was an unremitting tale of 
depredations by foreigners who, enticed to India by the reports of 
'her extraordinary wealth', 'grandeur and beauty', thundered down 
upon 'the fertile plains of Hindustan spreading death, destruction, 
desolation, on all sides around'. Amidst 'these destructive inroads' 
all traces of the Hindus' historical literature disappeared.32 Banerjea's 
contemporary, Priyanath Mukhopadhyay, was more explicit, and 
had no difficulty in establishing causation: as he ruminated, 'It is not 
certain why our ancient countrymen, who were so learned and had 
achieved so much did not write down any descriptions of the coun­
try. Some people say they probably wrote such descriptions, but just 
in case reading histories of the glOrious past should inspire people to 
rebel, the Muslims destroyed these books together with other good 
books when they conquered this country.'33 

This essentially was the hypothesis advanced by Col. James Tod in 
his Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan (1829-32, 3 vols). Finding it 
improbable that the Hindus were ignorant of an art which was culti­
vated in other countries 'from almost the earliest ages', Tod came to 
the conclusion that 'the paucity of its [Hindustan's] national works 
onhistory' could be accounted for by considering 'the political changes 
and convulsions which [had] happened in Hindustan since Mahmud's 
invasion and the intolerant bigotry of many of his successors'.34 
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Neither Tod nor Banerjea explained why historical works did not 
survive the depredations of invaders when a good many number of 
the sacred and law books of the Hindus did. Sacred books were 
commonly stored in temples; and if temples, as is generally argued, 
were the most obvious targets of attack, it is these books which would 
have been the first objects to have been destroyed or looted. Even if 
more care was taken to safeguard religious texts, it is not clear why 
historical records would have had less chance of surviving than 
other, if one may use what some would deem an anachronism, secu­
lar texts. 

The reticence that Banerjea genuinely felt in unequivocally placing 
responSibility upon Muslims for shortcomings in Hindu intellectual 
traditions was, as we shall see later, not shared by some of his 
contemporaries. Banerjea was too close to the Orientalist critique of 
India, and far too enamored of the discourses of modernity and 
liberalism, to understand that the question is not whether certain 
discourses are indeed true or false, or whether or not the climate in 
India is truly inhospitable to the preservation of manuscripts, but 
rather what are the effects of such discourses. In his observation that 
the 'carelessness of the Brahmins' contributed to the loss of historical 
knowledge, Banerjea was voicing a favourite British construction of 
Indian caste society. No doubt Alberuni too had observed that 'the 
Indian scribes are careless, and do not take pains to produce correct 
and well-collated copies'.35 More attention may have been paid by the 
Brahmin scribes to the transcription of religious texts than to copying 
historical works, but this would account more for the inaccuracies 
present in historical texts, not for their non-existence. This objection is 
of little consequence, however, and what is rather more arresting is 
the characterization of the Brahmin as the villain of the piece. When 
the British sought the reasons for the demise of the ancient culture of 
the Hindus, and the origins of their degrading practices, their ire fell 
upon the Brahmins, who had been entrusted from time immemorial 
with safeguarding the Hindu texts, sacred and profane, passing on 

1 knowledge from one generation to another, and regularizing reli­
gious customs and practices. 

These Brahmins, the British believed, were venerated to the point 
of idolatry for their supposed learning. The Brahmins, whom one 
British overlord dismissed as an 'intriguing, lying, corrupt, licentious 
and unprincipled race of people',36 would go to any extent to protect 
their privileges, keep the other castes ignorant, and prevent the Brit­
ish from contradicting their hegemony or attempting to enlighten the 
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common man. All Hindu texts, it was supposed, had been 'systemati­
cally Brahmanized for the purpose of bringing all the religious laws 
and usages of the different races of India into conformity with 
Brahmanical ideas', and the real nature of Hindu civilization was 
only to be revealed when the Brahminical overlay had been uncov­
ered.37The scholar-administrator who ruled India, first as a servant of 
the East India Company, and later on behalf of the Crown, railed at 
the supposed pedantry of the Brahmins, their mindless devotion to 
the ritualistic act, and their scheming nature. The views of John 
Gilchrist, who played a not inconsiderable role in determining the 
shape of Hindustani, may be evoked as a typical instance of the 
British construction of the Brahmins (and, to a lesser degree, their 
Muslim counterparts). 'It is not at all improbable', wrote Gilchrist, 
that the cormorant crew of Dewans, Mootsuddies, Sirkars, Nazirs, Pundits, 
Munshis and a tremendous roll call of harpies who encompass power here 
see with jealous solicitude every attempt in their masters to acquire the 
means of immediate communication with the great mass of the people who 
those locusts of the land conceive their lawful prey.38 

Thus the Brahmins became, at an early date, the hideous monster 
in the story of India's degradation, in the story of the demise and loss 
of her traditions. In more recent years, a respected American histo­
rian of India, wishing to account for why 'historical thought and 
scholarship' were not represented in ancient India in greater mea­
sure, put forward a theory which resuscitates the image of the Brah­
mins as a devious, conspiratorial people. Dismissing quite rightly the 
suggestion that the Puranas, the Jain and Buddhist chronicles, and 
other genealogical records can be said to furnish historical explana­
tion, the late Burton Stein noted that three factors inhibited, indeed 
prevented, 'the writing and preservation of good chronicles or histo­
ries': the nature of the political system; the role of the Brahmins as 
custodians and carriers of Indian traditions; and the nature of the 
transmission of these traditions. Political power in India, argues 
Stein, was not highly centralized, nor was it exercised by formal 
political institutions; rather, it was extremely localized and vested in 
warriors or other elites Wielding economic influence. Whatever may 
have been the prestige of the Kshatriyas, the warrior elite, the full 
force of their power could not be felt until it had been legitimized by 
the priestly elite. Stein further contends that as a large proportion of 
India's rulers came from 'social groups of low ritual status', the 
legitimizing function performed by the Brahmin priests was central 
rather than merely marginal to the stability of the political system 
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and the continuation of its traditions.39 Inscriptions from medieval 
Andhra, for example, indicate that many local rulers of untouchable 
or tribal origins were content to refer to themselves as Sudras, mem­
bers of the fourth estate; others elevated themselves to the rank of 
Kshatriyas. 

The presence of good histories-and we are to remember that even 
in Europe history was, until comparatively recent times, an account 
of monarchs and the political and military triumphs and defeats of 
their reigns-and of reliable chronicles of ruling families, would have 
exposed bofh the low origins of the founders of these families and the 
priests' participation in the perpetuation of fraud. On the one hand, 
not only would the prestige of the ostensibly warrior elite have 
suffered, but their authority would have considerably diminished; 
on the other hand, the process through which the Brahmins, while 
supposedly acting to ensure political stability, were enhancing their 
own ritual power, would have become public knowledge. The Brah­
min would cease to have a monopoly over ritual power and the 
transmission of traditions once the sources and modes of his author­

. ity had been revealed; and it is hardly reasonable to suppose that the 
Brahmins would have been willing progenitors and spectators of 
their own demise. Thus the Brahmins, so continues the argument, 
chose not to transmit historical knowledge. Their control over the 
process of transmission of knowledge and tradition was aided by the 
fact that knowledge was by and large transmitted orally, and this 
process itself was confined to the relationship between the guru and 
such male students as he had himself selected. Access to a guru was 
further restricted to students of ritually pure birth. 40 What knowledge 
would be transmitted was thus left entirely to the Brahmins' discre­
tion. Stein concludes that 'a conspiracy hypothesis' is warranted to 
explain why Indians of the 'ancient and medieval periods' did not 
address themselves seriously to the 'critical study of their past', 
particularly the production of historical scholarship.41 

We have returned, with Stein, to the speculations of the early 
scholar-administrators of India about the conniving Brahmins, to the 
fixation on caste and the sacred and timeless dichotomy of Brahminical 
ritual power and the temporal authority of the Kshatriyas. Although 
Stein brings to bear upon his subject all the paraphernalia of modern 
scholarship, his argument is not any more tenable. Stein admits that 
India is unique among 'ancient,literate and continuing civilizations' 
in that it lacked historically informed views about its own past, and 
even though his explanation of this anomaly rests upon the unique 
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Hindusystem of controlled transmission of knowledge, in truth what 
we are offered is a commonplace realpolitik view. Stein's query about 
the Hindus' failure to produce historical scholarship about their past 
is not grounded in the attempt to discern whether the indifference to 
history was rooted in a particular epistemology and style of thinking, 
and whether the Hindus did, or did not, recognize history as a 
category of knowledge. Instead we have, doubtless in a more sophis­
ticated form, the banal view that the victorious or dominant elites 
determine whether, and what kind of, history will be written. Even 
the more arresting part of his formulation, namely the notion that 
historical discourses might constitute a betrayal, or that such dis­
courses can be disempowering (and not only a source of power as 
moderns would like to believe), does not propel him towards a more 
serious engagement with the politics and culture of historiography as 
a general field of study. 

For Stein, as for some others, the question is not only the lack of a 
sound historiographical tradition in ancient and medieval India, but 
of the Hindus' critical awareness of themselves and of their past. The 
'quality of social criticism and analysis' began to show a marked 
improvement, argues Stein, only after the introduction of European 
values to India and the challenge of European civilization to the 
Brahminical stewardship of India's intellectual traditions, while an­
other American scholar of India notes with evident pride that India's 
colonial rulers were the engine of India's intellectual growth, as they 
'both historicized the Indian past and stimulated a consciousness of 
history in the Indian intellectual',42 India, on this view, produced 
many a Plato, the philosopher of the soul; but of the likes of AristoiIe, 
the philosopher of the polis, the body politic, it had no one, nor was 
there any tradition of political theory, In Hindu India the tradition of 
analytical or critical inquiry was wanting and the 1ack of an appara­
tus of social criticism naturally prevented the growth of a tradition of 
historiography'.43 The logical outcome of such a view would be the 
acceptance of an epistemology that allows space for historical inquiry 
and the historical sensibility and that, while it may not privilege 
history as a way of knowing, treats it as a distinct and legitimate 
category of knowledge. Is it not precisely this very accommodation 
that Hindu India refused to make? Is not the rejection of history as a 
way of knowing to be grounded in the existence of a different episte­
mology, indeed a different history, rather than in the quest for power, 
the reality of politics, and the perpetuation of deceit? Cannot the not­
writing of history be a way of writing history, or perhaps more simply 
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be a mode of living with the pre~ent, an insistent and urgent reminder 
that history is another mythography? 

ill 

In the writings of Bankimcandra Chatterji (1838-94), the first great 
Bengali novelist and a masterful essayist, we move closer to the 
aforementioned considerations, to an understanding, without being 
fixated on the categories of 'caste', 'Brahmin', 'Kshatrlya', or bound 
by some theory of the elites or a fanciful 'conspiracy hypothesis', of 
why Indians produced neither historical literature nor scholarship 
providing an evolutionary, historical, and sociological view of India's 
religious and civil institutions. In his own time Bankim was best 
known as a writer of historical novels, the first practitioner anywhere 
in India of that genre, and this itself testifies to his interest in history 
and in reviving the historical sense among Hindus. In the preface to 
the fot,rrth edition of Rajsingha (1893), which Bankim described as his 
'first historical novel', he denied having written 'historical novels' 
previously. But elsewhere Bankim also conceded that the novelist 
uses his imagination 'to achieve the effects he desires', and though 
'the novel cannot always take the place of history', 'occasionally the 
purposes of history can be accomplished in a novel' .44Bankim peopled 
his novels with characters drawn from history: Aurangzeb, Man 
Singh and his son Jagat Singh, Raj Singh, the emperor Akbar; but the 
incidents in which they were described as participants were only 
remotely, if at all, based on historical events. 

In the later years of his life, Bankim turned from writing historical 
novels to theological treatises, perhaps an apposite shift considering 
that Bankim extended, as we shall see, the same veneration to history 
that many extend to theology. Even in the theological tracts, Bankim's 
interest in history was clearly manifest-indeed, it was paramount. 
Bankim engaged in the reconstruction of Hinduism from the three­
fold perspective of laying the basis for a sound dhanna,45investing the 
Hindu philosophical tradition and particularly the Bhagavad Gita 
with a religious and political significance appropriate to the designs 
of nationalism, and reviving the historical Krishna, the Krishna not of 
the gopis and the Vaishnava bhaktas, b·lt that incarnated in the Gita 
and in India's martial traditions. His programme, if one may call it 
such, for making Hinduism more historical, and thereby more mascu­
line and rational, wherein purportedly lay its future, was adum­
brated in numerous essays and finally in a trilogy of three historical, 
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philosophical, and theological treatises: Krsnacaritra, 'The Life of 
Krishna' (1886), Dharmatattva, 'The Essence of Dharma' (1888), and 
the posthumously published Srimatbhagvatgita (1901). 

The origin of Bankim's quest for a masculine Hinduism and a 
historical Krishna is to be found in the question which no intelligent 
Indian, and especially not a nationalist, could refrain from asking: 
why had India been a subject nation for most of its history?Bankim 
rejected the view, most assiduously propagated by the British, that 
Indians were weak, effeminate, and childish, averse to fighting. The 
image of the Bengali was encapsulated in his dhoti, which looked to 
the British like a big diaper, or so at least Robert Orme had thought in 
the late eighteenth century. In a 'purportedly historical' chapter of his 
novel Durgeshnandini, Bankim in contrast described 'Prithviraj 
[Chauhan] and other Rajput heroes' as 'resisting with matchless 
valour' the hordes of 'Mussulman soldierly' who burst upon India 
'with new-born fanaticism and in all the pride of strength'. But these 
brave Rajput warriors, 'instead of combining their strength', 'fell to 
quarrelling with one another'. By 'virtue of reiterated efforts', the 
Mussulmans triumphed, and Delhi became the seat of their empire~ 
But the Rajput warriors did not thereby become 1ifeless': they contin­
ued to challenge 'the Yavanas [on] the field and on many occasions 
put them to rout'.46 Had not the Marathas and the Sikhs, Bankim 
would ask, contested power well into the first half of the nineteenth 
century? It was a travesty to describe Indians as a supine people, 
when in fact the bulk of Hindu people had 'never fought for or 
against anyone'. 'Hindu kings or the rulers of Hindustan', Bankim 
wrote in a piece entitled 'Why is the Indian Nation Enslaved?', 'have 
been repeatedly conquered by alien people, but it cannot be said that 
the bulk of Hindu society has ever been vanquished in battle, because 
the bulk of Hindu society has never gone to war.' Bankim affirmed 
the lack of solidarity amongst Indians as one of the chief causes of 
their subjection: 

For more than three thousand years, Aryans have fought against Aryans, or 
Aryans against non-Aryans, or non-Aryans against non-Aryans-Magadh . 
has fought Kanauj, Kanauj has fought Delhi, Delhi has fought Lahore, Hin­
dus have battled against Pathans, Pathans against Mughals,Mughals against 
the English-all of these people have fought against one another and con­
tinually stoked the fires of war in this country.47 

Why had not the vast majority of Hindus fought for their liberty? 
Did they love liberty less than the Englishman? Or was their inaction 
attributable to the nature of the caste system, under which the duty of 

The History of Ahistoricity / 43 

fighting devolved solely upon the Kshatriyas? In the Hindu's atti­
tude towards power, and in his espousal of the ideals of bhakti (devo­
tion) and vairagya (renunciation) as ethical norms of conduct, Bankim 
found the second main reason for India's subjection. Although we 
cannot follow in detail Bankim's historical and philosophical exposi­
tion of the Sankhya system of thought, it suffices to note that both 
other-worldliness and fatalism, considered characteristic of most 
Hindus' disposition towards life, were described by Bankim as de­
rived from Sankhya, with consequences much too dire: 'It is because 
of this other-worldliness and fatalism that in spite of the immense 
physical prowess of the Indians, this land of the Aryans had come 
under Muslim rule. And it is for the same reason that India remains a 
subject country till this day.' Social progress was checked and ulti­
mately ceased to take place at all for the same reason. Knowledge was 
the goal of Sankhya philosophy; but what was the use of knowledge 
if it were divorced from power? Europeans worshipped at the altar of 
power, they were its devotees, and that was 'the key to their advance­
ment'; Hindus, in contradistinction, were 'negligent toward power', 
and that was 'the key to [their] downfall'. As Bankim expressed it in 
a concise formula, "'Knowledge is power": that is the slogan of 
Western civilisation. ''Knowledge is salvation" is the slogan of Hindu 
civilisation.'48 

What was originated by the Sankhya philosophers, and perpetu­
ated over the centuries by all schools of Hindu philosophy and even 
Buddhism, was given a vigorous new thrust by the advocates of 
bhakti. The emasculation of India, and the people's ignorance of the 
martial traditions in which their remote ancestors had been bred, 
owed as much to the devotional fervour that first swept over India 
sometime in the ninth century and was prominent throughout Bengal 
between the fourteenth and the sixteenth centuries, as it did to the 
'various divisions' that obtained in that ancient land 'filled with 
various nations and societies like a honeycomb crawling with bees'.49 
Although Bankim was of the view that the poetry of Chandidasa, 
Vidyapati, and Caitanya could not anywhere be excelled, and was, 
along with comparable achievements in theology and philosophy, 
the hallmark of a BengaIi renaissance as mighty as that which was 
later experienced by Europe, he deprecated this poetry for instilling 
in people devotion to god instead of pride in the nation. As he was to 
write in his essay on India's subjection, 'for various reasons a sense of 
devotion to community has been lost in India for a very long time. 
Because it has been lost, there has never been any national 
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accomplishment executed by Hindu society.'so Clearly, it was not 
devotion itself, imagined as the opposite of intellectual reflection or 
of action, to which Bankim was opposed: he wished to turn the 
energy and strength which devotion generates towards the commu­
nity, the nation-state, and history, away from oneself and God. With­
out the nation-state there was to be no history; and in the nation-state, 
Bankim almost seemed to be suggesting, lay the culmination of 
history. 

For Bankim, the contradictory tendencies inherent in the Indian 
situation were best epitomized in the conflicting interpretations of 
Krishna that once obtained in India. Both in Srimatbhagvatgita and in 
Krsnacaritra, his sketch of the character of Krishna, he set out to 
establish the historicity of Krishna. If Krishna was not to be an object 
of contempt and ridicule-and what else could he be if he, one of the 
most popular of all Indian deities, were shown frolicking on the green 
with Radha, tantalizing the other gopis, squandering his time and 
energies in prodigious feats of sexuality, or amusing himself on the 
fields of Vrindaban with his playmates?-it was essential that the 
story of Krishna be secured on some historical foundation, be ren­
dered compatible with canons of reason and common-sense, as well 
as with reasonable notions of divinity, and that Krishna himself be 
reinstated in his natural state of glory and dignity. Pointing to the 
predominant representations of Krishna-who 'was a thief as a child­
he used to eat stolen cream and butter; as a youth he was a philan­
derer [who encouraged the milkmaids to commit adultery}; in 
maturity, a swindler and a knave who slew Drona and others through 
deception'-Bankim asked with evident anguish, 'Is this the nature 
of the Divine? He who is immaculate essence, who is the source of all 
purity, whose name removes impurity and evil; for him to perpetrate 
all sins on assuming human form: is this appropriate to that Divine 
Nature?'51 

The Krishna of Caitanya and Vidyapati was, moreover, effeminate, 
of sickly pallor and romantic inclination: was this the Krishna that 
was to be upheld as a model of goodness, not to mention action, for 
Indians in their state of degradation? Then there was the other, 
historical Krishna, 'who by the strength of his arms suppressed the 
enemy, who by the strength of his intellect united the country of the 
Bharatas, and who in his unique, selfless wisdom promulgated 
dharma'.52 The mythology of Vrindavan would have to be abandoned 
for the historical reality of Krishna counseling Arjuna to fight on the 
battlefield at Kurukshetra; and if the God of Caitanya's Vaishnavism 
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was only Love, the god of a true Vaishnavism would be not only Love 
but 'Infinite Power'. As the revolutionary sannyasi says in Bankim's 
novel Anandamath, 'Chaitanya's Vishnu is all Love, our Vishnu is all 
Power.'53 

The 'original historical account' of the life of Krishna, Bankim 
believed, was contained in the original text of the Mahabharata, of 
which the Bhagavad Gita is a part. To uncover this ur-text, a Euro­
pean-like search for the Holy Grail, Bankim adopted formal and 
textual criteria, such as uniformity of conception and consistency of 
style, as well as the substantive criterion of rejecting as later accre­
tions all accounts of 'unreal, impossible and supernatural events'. As 
Partha Chatterjee has aptly stated, it is remarkable that, in order to 
show how exemplary the character of Krishna was as an ideal for 
modern man, Bankim should have felt that his discourse 'required a 
demonstration of the historicity of Krishna'.54 Bankim's obsession 
with the ur-text, and his absolute fidelity to the norms ofrationality 
and s~ientificity, is a pointed testimony to how far he subscribed to 
Orientalism, both as style of thinking and as a mode of scholarship. 
He betrayed an emblematically European anxiety, now widely on 
display amongst Hindutva ideologues, about origins. Bankim's dif­
ferences with the Orientalists were not epistemological but empirical: 
it was not the Orientalist's historicism but his failure to abide by his 
own standards of scholarship that Bankim attacked with full vigour. 
It was his opinion that the tendency of European scholars to consider 
the Mahabharata as an 'unhistorical' work stemmed from their preju­
dice: if they wished to dismiss it as an admixture of the historical and 
the mythical, were they not bound to consider the works of Herodotus, 
Livy, and many other Greek and Latin historians as similarly com­
prised of the 'true' and the 'false', the 'real' and the 'imaginary'?55 

His arguments from the historical record of Megasthenes are a 
more interesting case in point. He adduced evidence from it in sup­
port of his hypothesis that even Alexander was intimidated by the 
military valour of the Ganga-Rary elephant troops and was induced 
to turn back: 'Whether anyone believes or does not believe that 
Alexander ceased fighting through fear of the might and valour of the 
Bengalis, the witness is Megasthenes himself. We are not producing 
some new witness we have coached.'56 But when Albrecht Weber 
pointed out thatthe Mahabharata could not have existed in the fourth 
century BC because Megasthenes made no mention of it, and Krishna 
therefore was not a historical character, Bankim dismissed this re­
mark as 'deliberate fraud' on the part of Weber, who knew that only 
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fragments of Megasthenes' record had survived; moreover, it was 
fatuous to rely so heavily on Megasthenes, merely because he was 
European. With a brilliant, if ostentatious, reversal, characteristic of 
much of his work, Bankim disposed of Weber's objection: 'Many 
Hindus have visited Germany and written books [about that coun­
try]. In none of their works have I seen Mr. Weber's name. Does this 
then inevitably mean that Mr. Weber never existed?'57 

The defence of Hindu philosophy; the rejuvenation of India's 
martial traditions; giving Indians the knowledge of their true charac­
ter, uncluttered by the fabrications of Muslim or British historians; 
bringing Indians to an awareness of themselves as Indians; the culti­
vation of a unitary nationalist consciousness: all of this was to be 
achieved primarily by reviving the sense of history, uncovering the 
historical past, digging into archives, and writing history anew. How 
had the 'Renaissance' come about in Bengal? Where did the nation 
get this sudden enlightenment? '" Why did the light go out? Perhaps 
it was because of the advent of Mughal rule .... ' There was only one 
way to ascertain what had happened: 'Gather the evidence and find 
out all of these things.'58 Yet, as he was to write elsewhere, 'Indians 
have no record of their exploits anywhere in writing. There is no 
chronicle of ancient India. Hence the military achievement of which 
they could take pride in has been los1.'59 If chronicles had never been 
compiled, how was 'the evidence' to be gathered? No doubt written 
chronicles were not the only guide to the past: but surely the past 
could be created, invented, fabricated? What else had the Muslims 
and the British done? Encountering the Bengali in his present state of 
wretchedness, the British inferred that he had always been effemi­
nate and cowardly; and the entire history of India had been con­
structed in a similar fashion. 'If a man is declared dead after having 
been beaten to death', Bankim's argument continues, 'the statement 
cannot be called a lie. But [he] who says that the Bengalis have always 
been of this character, that Bengalis were always weak, always cow­
ardly, always effeminate, may lightning strike his head, his words are 
lies.'60 The historical novel and the historical essay were Bankim's 
well-chosen forms to attempt the reconstruction ofIndian history: the 
first allowed him the license to fabricate history, indeed to furnish, 
even in more exaggerated form, the same arguments that are found in 
his political and theological works without the kind of scholarly 
accountability that non-fiction might have demanded; and the essay 
in turn was his homage to the norms of rationality and objectivity, a 
medium for presenting 'evidence'.61 
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Bankim never doubted that there is a relationship between histori­
cal awareness of the past and pride in one's own country and its 
accomplishments. 'National pride lies at the root', he wrote in one 
seminal essay,'of the creation of indigenous history and the improve­
ment of people; history is the foundation of social science and social 
betterment. The misery of a people without history is endless.'62 
Bankim would not have been one to agree with Alberum's assess­
ment of the Hindu as the most conceited of all peoples; rather, the 
Hindu was self-abnegating to such a degree that he never thought of 
leaving his mark on history. If one could not leave one's imprint on 
history, then of what use were historical records? In one remarkable 
passage Bankim explored this almost symbiotic link between a 
people's pride in its achievements and historical awareness, contrast­
ing the attitudes of Indians and Englishmen in this respect: 

If the English go out to shoot birds, a history is written of the expedition. But 
Bengal has no history! ... There is a specific reason why Indians have no 
history, Partly because of the environment, partly the fear of invaders, Indi­
ans are greatly devoted to their gods .... As a result of this way of thinking, 
Indians are extremely modest: 

They do not think themselves the subjects of their own actions; it is always 
the gods who act through them. It is this modesty of attitude and devotion to 
the gods which are the reasons for our people not writing their own history. 
The Europeans are extremely proud. They think that even when they yawn, 
the achievement should be recorded as a memorable deed in the annals of 
world history. Proud nations have an abundance of historical writingi we 
have none.63 

The other-worldliness and fatalism of Hindu philosophy, on 
Bankim's view, engendered· indifference to the collectivity that was 
the nation and to history as a guide to action; and once India ceased 
to have the historical recollection of its former greatness, and began to 
sing exclusively the praise of God, it became enervated. The vicious 
circle was not to be broken by standing by idly while the British wrote 
the history of India for Indians. 'When has the glory of any nation', 
asked Bankim, 'ever been proclaimed by another nation?' Whatever 
was known of Roman valor was known from Roman histories; the 
case for Muslim heroism rested on the records compiled by Muslim 
historians themselves. How could it be any different for the Hindus? 
Thus it was to the project of writing history, and thereby reviving an 
ancient land, that Bankim directed his vision; as he was to put it in a 
text where Bengal stood for India, 

Bengal must have her own history. Otherwise there is no hope for Bengal. 
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Who is to write it? You have to write it. I have to write it .... Anyone who is 
not a Bengali has to write it .... It is not a task that can be done by one person 
alone; it is a task for all of us to do together.64 

IV 

The question of why a tradition of historical inquiry did not exist in 
ancient and medieval India has been, as we have seen, something of 
a quandary for students of Indian civilization. Bankim's analysis of 
why Indians produced no historical records, and the significance he 
attached to history as a mode of knowledge and as an expression of 
political and cultural unity, constitutes one kind of response to this 
question. It is Bankim's view which has triumphed. But I,like many 
others,65 have dwelled on Bankim so long because not only was he the 
most articulate spokesman for the view that historicizing above all 
leads to 'objective' knowledge, and that a nation is forged and its 
longevity ensured when its citizens think historically, but also be­
cause there is much in his reasoning that is markedly different from 
other nationalist views. Bankim, for instance, made no half-hearted 
attempt to argue that a historiographical tradition flourished in India 
before the advent of Muslim rule or that the climate was not condu­
cive to the preservation of historical manuscripts. Neither can Bankim 
be made to speak for professional nationalist historians, if we may 
consider R. C. Majumdar their representative voice. While admitting 
that 'lack of historical writings is the weakest point in ancient Indian 
literature', Majumdar stated that 'advanced ideas of historiography 
were not altogether unknown in India'. The Rajatarangini, a twelfth­
century chronicle of the kings of Kashmir by Kalhana, a Kashmiri 
Brahmin, is mentioned in this vein by Majumdar and many others as 
an example of quite sophisticated historical literature. For Majumdar 
the problem was why the Rajatarangini, which would 'do credit to a 
historian of the twentieth century', stood in such singular and sinister 
(or should we rather say splendid) isolation, for Kalhana is 'the only 
historian that ancient India can boast of'. Elsewhere Majumdar ar­
gued that 'the problem we have to solve is not the lack of historical 
writings, of which we have a fair number of specimens, but the 
absence of finished products like the Rajatarangini.' Noting that 
Kalhana had four illustrious successors who carried the history of 
Kashmir down to the reign of Akbar, Majumdar held out the hope 
that these works, having withstood the test of time, had 'not disap­
peared' and would one day resurface.66 
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Alongside Majumdar's attempts to argue for the presence of a 
tradition of historiography in Hindu India before the coming of the 
British must be placed the rather prodigious effort by nationalist and 
lately secular and anti-Orientalist historians over a period of over 
fifty years, and well before them by Orientalist scholars, to have the 
epics, Puranas, genealogical lists, and chronicles of kings accepted as 
historical works. The word for history in Sanskrit and the languages 
derived from it is itihasa (iti-ha..,asa, 'so it has been'). It is pOinted out 
that the Indian's concern for itihasa is manifest from the fact that the 
first explicit pronouncement on itihasa can be found in Kautilya's 
Arthasastra, which is dated to the period 321-296 BC, but may be as 
much as three centuries later. According to Kautilya, 'the three Vedas, 
Sama, Rik, and Yajus, constitute the triple Vedas. These together with 
Artharvaveda and the itihasa-veda are (known as) the Vedas.'67 The 
Satapatha-Brahmana likewise lists Itihasa-Veda among the scriptures to 
be read on the occasion of the horse sacrifice (Ashvamedha). Kautilya 
also tells us what constitutes itihasa: 'Purana, itivritta (history), 
Akhyayika (tales), udaharana (illustrative stories), dharmasastra and 
arthasastra are (known by the name) itihasa.' Itivritta means occur­
rence or event; the Puranas are stories; akhyayika is a prose composi­
tion, 'a connected story or narrative'; and the dharmasastra and 
arthasastra denote the two classes of literature dealing with morals 
and material well-being, respectively. Udaharana means both 'narra­
tion' and 'stories', as well as 'example', and it is probably the last 
meaning which is implied, if we consider the conventional reading of 
history as teaching by example.68 

The comprehensiveness of the idea of history is further suggested 
by this well-known definition of itihasa: 

Dhannartha kamamok'sanam upadesa samanvitam 
Purvavrilta kathayuktam ilihasam prachakshate 

[ltihas is the narration of the past arranged in the form of stories, and 
conveying instruction in dhanna, artha, kama and moksha, the four human 
values.]69 

And Jinasena, the author of the Jaina Adipurana (ninth century AD), 
speaking of itihasa, which 'relates "what actually happened"', and is 
'a very desirable subject', says that 

it is also called ilivrtta, aitihya, and amnaya (authentic tradition). It is also 
described as arsha for it was composed by the rishis, sukta for it instructs 
through good and pleasant discourses, and Dharmasastra, for it prescribes 
dhanna. 
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If history is narrative, stories, anecdotes, 'what really happened', 
example, moral instruction, and discourses on morals, wealth, plea­
sure, desire, and salvation, then what is it not? Far from illustrating 
how itihasa was privileged among forms of knowledge, or at least 
placed on an equal footing with the other forms of Vedic literature/o 
the very comprehensiveness of the definitions of history suggests 
that history was not conceived as a distinct branch of knowledge, 
encompassing as it did the study of man in relation to society and 
God and all the conceivable goals of life. There is no suggestion in the 
texts how the study of itihasa is different from the study of philoso­
phy (darsana), religion, law, or a work such as Kautilya's Arthasastra 
itself, which falls within the domain of politics and 'economics', but 
surely is not history any more than is Machiavelli's The Prince. 

If the conception of 'history' is itself so broad-minded, we may 
expect to find history in an equally large number of texts, and it is not 
surprising that the epics, hagiographies, the biographies of kings, 
genealogical lists, the Puranas, and various 'other kinds of texts have 
been considered, if not something akin to history, quite ripe for the 
extraction of historical method and historical fact. So, for example, 
one historian writes that 'the accounts of dynasties and genealogies 
given in the Mahabharata and the Puranas and the heroic poems 
composed by the court poets of ancient India do contain elements of 
historical data', while another has argued that authors of the Sangam 
age 'were endowed with plenty of historical sense'.71 The historicity 
of the Indian epics, as of the Iliad and the Odyssey, must obviously lie 
in the fact that it is a later age looking back upon an earlier one, that 
the written text reflects an oral tradition of greater antiquity which 
supplied at least the kernel of the story. Almost any work from 
antiquity, especially an epic, can be mined for historical data, which 
however cannot substitute for historical explanation. None of the 
texts said to display the author's 'historical sense' reveal any under­
standing of causation in history; none demonstrate any familiarity 
with historical method and the 'rules' of evidence. 

Even Herodotus, by contrast, set down his intention in the opening 
paragraph of The Histories 'to preserve the memory of the past ... and 
more particularly, to show how the two races came into conflict'. 
Greek and Chinese historical writings point, however minimally by 
the canons of modern historical scholarship,72 to conscious human 
behaviour, to cause and effect, by way of explanation of how a society 
changes over time. The conception of causation found in the alleg­
edly historical writings from India is of the kind to which even 
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Gibbon on occasion subscribed, as for instance when, in explaining 
how an attack of gout prevented Bajazet from marching into central 
Europe, he observed that 'an acrimonious humour falling on a single 
fibre of one man may prevent or suspend the miseries of nations'.73 
More often the accidental factor is assimilated to the moral aspect-a 
kingdom prospers if the king is virtuous and pious; and ifhe rules the 
country according to his whim, if he is wicked and irresponsible, he 
suffers defeat in battles and his kingdom declines. There is also 
widespread in Indian writings the element of the 'supernatural': 
because the king is unjust and disrespectful to the gods, they do not 
come to his assistance; but if he is properly suppliant and god­
fearing, they assist him in his battle against evil. It is by the grace of 
the gods that the world moves; and it because of them that evil is 
either combated or perpetuated. But with this we are not any closer to 
a causal explanation of human behaviour. No one can argue from 
Indian texts that human behaviour was not a subject of interest to 
their ~uthors, but little in those texts suggest that the authors were 
critically alive to the historical mode of explanation. 

James Mill, whose views of the literature of the Hindus are nothing 
short of absurd, was however not without reason in his ridiculing of 
attempts to describe the epics or indeed anything else in Sanskrit 
literature as tantamount to 'historical records'. 'A more intimate 
acquaintance with those grotesque productions', Mill noted of the 
Ramayana and Mahabharata, 'has demonstrated the impossibility of 
reconciling them with the order of human affairs ....'74 The phrase 
'human affairs' is in this context indefensible, since, as a work of 
poetry and of the imagination, as a work with insights into morality 
and human psychology, the Ramayana is clearly reconcilable with 
'human affairs'. Yet the qualifier ('order) preceding 'human affairs' 
also suggests that Mill, while perhaps even sensitive to the fictional 
history of the character of Rama, to the fact that the development of 
Rama in the Ramayana has its own history, could not but think of the 
Ramayana as lacking in historicity, as a text whose narrative was 
itself incapable of being located in time and which in fact pointed 
both to its own ahistoricity and its reliance upon the supernatural. 

,From Mill's judgment of the epics Kalhana's Rajatarangini cannot 
be exempted, if we consider that one monarch is said to have reigned 
for 300 years, and that the conquest of Ceylon is attributed to the god 
Varuna, who provided a passage to the Kashmirian troops by turning 
the sea into land.75 While the Rajatarangini is more reliable in its 
genealogy and chronology than other chronicles, it is not essentially 
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different from other chronicles or from the Puranas. Since the Puranas 
have been made to shoulder so much of the burden of establishing the 
presence of a historiographical tradition in Hindu India, it would be 
useful to recall that of the five topics (pancalaksana) of which any 
Purana is constituted-sarga (creation of the universe), pratisarga 
(dissolution and recreation of the universe), vamsa (genealogies of 
gods and patriarchs), manvantara (the ages of Manu), and vamsanucarita 
(genealogies of the solar and lunar races of kings)-only the last 
could be said to have any historical content.76 Although, as Burton 
Stein observed in 1969, 'the consensus among scholars' who have 
used the Puranas and other classes of literature with genealogical 
lists 'is that the useful genealogical information is frequently buried 
in myth and hopeless exaggeration', the Puranas continue to be 
mentioned as works embodying 'historical consciousness' even by 
such well-known historians of ancient India as Romila Thapar. 

The vamsanucarita is described by Thapar as the 'historical 
epicentre of the itihasa tradition'. She argues that 'the genealogical 
core pertaining to those who were believed to have held power in the 
past' was carefully preserved because it 'purported to record the 
past' and would be used to adjudge the authenticity of 'future claims 
to lineage status'. This is the 'first phase' in the unfolding of Indian 
history; here 'historical consciousness was embedded and recorded 
the perception of the ordering lineages'. In the second phase, which 
begins in the second half of the first millennium AD, north India began 
to witness the evolution of the state and its gradual assertion to 
supremacy. There was 'a need for a recognizable historical tradition 
at this time': there were new claimants to power, not just the mon­
archs, but also landowners and clan chiefs vested with revenue rights 
who had to prove their status whenever necessary. That the historical 
tradition which was preserved had some teeth to it would appear to 
be demonstrated by the fact that though many ruling families had 
their claims to power conceded, their varna status, in the event that 
the historical tradition could not authenticate it, was denied to them. 
Ruling families which could not establish 'kinship links with earlier 
established lineages' continued to be called vratya-kshatriyas (degen­
erate). Thapar also shows that Stein's thesis, which seeks to ground 
the lack of a historiographical tradition in the need to hide the lower 
class origins of many of the ruling houses in India before the coming 
of the Muslims, is largely without foundation: 'The gradual increase 
[emphasis added] in references to sudra rulers would indicate that 
political power, although in theory restricted to ksatriyas, was in fact 
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open to any varna.177 That ruling families were often of lower social 
origins was not an unknown fact and, more often than not, this fact 
could not be hidden. Conspiracies make for good spy thrillers; they 
are even a delight to the state seeking a warrant to oppress; they 
rarely make for good history. 

Thapar has suggested that the emergence of the state, and the 
concenb'ation of power in it, produces a need for historical writing. 
As the state grows, such functions as counting and categorizing come 
into their own, and similarly the state acquires the paraphernalia of 
historical writing and scholarship. Here we have a variation of the 
familiar argument, though Romila Thapar is scarcely an uninformed 
advocate of the nation-state, that unity of some kil1d is a prerequisite 
of historical awareness; and history thus becomes a record of the 
growth and activities of the nation-state, It is not enough that such 
unity be the unity of a common culture: it must be embodied in a 
political entity which gives everyone within its geographical ambit a 
common or shared identity. Where there is identity, there is also 
difference: and from the interchange of the two emerges historical 
awareness, The backdrop to Herodotus is the feeling of the Greeks 
against the Persians, just as what animates Thucydides is the Athe­
nians' sense of how irreducibly different they are from the Spartans. 
Did Indians ever experience the feeling of being different from other 
people, say the Chinese? Well, perhaps not; but almost all historians 
are agreed, whatever they may think about Indians' feeling of them­
selves as Indians, that regional identities were strong throughout 
India's history, as they continue to be today. Bankim with great 
anguish asked: 'Bengalis, Panjabis, Telugus, Maharashtrians, Rajputs, 
Jaths, Hindus, Muslims-in all of this, who would be united with 
whom?'78 If all these groups and countless others knew themselves 
only in their difference from others, why did not this situation give 
birth to multiple historiographical traditions? 

But Thapar is not willing to settle for the tendentious argument 
that in ancient and medieval times India was never one and that 
Indians never knew themselves as Indians. Both the North and the 
South fell under Mauryan rule; 'Hindu institutions spread over domi­
nant groups all over India'; and it is 'from this period', she has written 
elsewhere, that 'a political and social conception of India as a whole 
came into existence' .79 Here too the question naturally recurs: if there 
is, as Thapar herself would argue, a natural connection between the 
evolution of the state and historical consciousness, or between a 
people coming into the fullness of their being and the emergence of 
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historical literature, then why do we not have histories from that 
time? And why must we accept the reduction of history intogeneal­
ogy, for is that not what we are being offered? More significantly, if 
historical awareness originates through the forging of a common 
identity, and the suppression of other identities, might it not be too 
much of a price to pay? To bring Indians into history, does not Thapar, 
or for that matter anyone else, have to accept the epistemological 
primacy of the discourse that the British established for India? This 
discourse dictated that Indians would be brought into history, and 
gifted with one, by their imperial masters. The Indian historian like 
the nationalist is once again compelled to stake a position on the 
terrain established by that figure so familiar from the colonial dispen­
sation, the scholar-administrator. 

What, then, are the substantive differences between James Mill 
and Surendranath Banerjea, or between Bankimcandra and Romila 
Thapar or Burton Stein? Far too many, if the histories that comprise 
their scholarship are in question; and far too few, if their epistemo­
logical attachment to historical consciousness and historical truth is 
in question. To set forth in starkly plain terms the nature of the debate, 
and the questions that are at issue, we have to only contrast these 
statements from two professional historians and specialists in histori­
ography of the Indian subcontinent: 

It used to be said that AncientIndia produced little or no historical literature. 
It was eVen suggested that the ancient Indians lacked the 'historical sense' 
possessed by other peoples: that they were too religious to be interested in 
such worldly matters. We need not trouble ourselves overmuch with the 
analysis of such superficial misconceptions {1961].80 

To say that we had no historic sense would be to court disgrace. But we did 
lack that sense. I am ashamed to say that we lack that sense today [1962].81 

Historians have differed over the question of what constitutes a 
historiographical tradition and what kind of literature can be consid­
ered historical. There has been disagreement over whether such a 
tradition ever existed in India: those who have replied in the affirma­
tive have repaired to some text or the other in justification of their 
position; others who have been scornful of the proposition have 
adduced reasons of varying sophistication to account for India's 
allegedly glaring deficiency in this respect. But nowhere has the 
value of history been doubted; nowhere has anyone disputed history's 
claim to be a universally acceptable category of knowledge. It is not 
doubted that to be anyone one must be in history. Either one is in 
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history or one is doomed to extinction, stripped of ontological exist­
ence. Where for idealist philosophy being has nothing to do with 
history, now being cannot be conceived without history. What does 
the sound and fury signify? 

v 
'History may be servitude, History may be freedom.' To invoke these 
lines, from Eliot's Four Quartets, is not to turn towards the oracular, 
nor to substitute poetical truth for historical truth (whatever the 
merits of that disposition); indeed, we can be reasonably certain that 
they would surely have met with the approval of Bankim, whose 
writings suggest no particular propensity for oracular pronounce­
ments. Bankim wanted to turn history into an agent of liberation. 
Much like Benedetto Croce and the Cambridge historian J. B. Bury a 
few decades later,82 Bankim subscribed to the idea that history was 
the stqry of man's progress and increasingly consummatory love 
affair with liberty. Macaulay's own History of England was nothing 
other than the history of English liberty under the law, for without 
law, as Macaulay and his contemporaries were predisposed to ac­
cept, there is neither liberty nor history. India, a lawless country, 
subject only to the law of the despot (which is no law), quite 'empty of 
law' as the Law Member, Sir Henry Sumner Maine, once put it, was 
also without history. 

From the standpoint of Bankim, India too had to fall within the 
ambit of history as the history of liberty, although here, as elsewhere, 
Hindu philosophy no doubt presented formidable obstacles. Where 
the Western conception of evolution sees man moving towards a 
greater good and an increasingly perfect state of existence, from 
original sin to final redemption, Hindu thought postulates that the 
current age is the one most devoid of good. The first age, the satya 
yuga, is characterized by unadulterated truth; in the following two 
yugas, treta and dvapara, truth and goodness decrease in progres­
sively greater amounts; and, finally, in the present age of kali, false­
hood (asatya) and wickedness predominate. History cannot then be 
considered as the ascent of man but rather his continuing degenera­
tion. The Hindu schema of four progressively deteriorating ages may 
well be dismissed as a mythical construct with no historical reality 
and with even less call upon the attention of the historian, but that 
would be to ignore the pivotal place of mythic constructions in the 
unfolding of history. 
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The reversal effected by Hindu thought, the characterization of 
evolution as the progression from authenticity to inauthenticity, is for 
example unequivocally articulated in the Indian grammatical tradi­
tion. 'The chief criterion of validity in the classical Paninian tradi­
tion', the linguist and Sanskritist Madhav beshpande has written, 'is 
that every explanation must be in consonance with Patanjali's great 
commentary, the Mahabhasya.' Where there is a difference of opinion 
between classical authorities, the classical Sanskrit grammarians at­
tached a higher value to the views of Patanjali (first century BC) than 
to the views of his great predecessors, Katyayana (third century BC) 
and Panini (fifth century Bc) himself.. But what is truly Significant is 
that where Panini recorded dialectical variations and distinguished 
between those which were real and those which were optional, 
Patanjali and the rest of the post-Paninian grammatical tradition 
declared all· dialectical forms to be pure options, and postulated 
instead 'the doctrine of eternality of language': linguistic usage was 
'thought to be eternal and without beginning.' 'What has happened 
to "history" in this case?', asks Deshpande. IIIHistorical fact was 
victimized at the altar of formal consistency.'"83 The same notion of 
authority is reflected in the dharmasastra literature and, as Sheldon 
Pollock has argued, in the philosophical system of Mimamsa. Com­
menting upon the Indian 'tradition's presumed lack of historical 
awareness', Pollock concedes that there is a 'general absence of his­
torical referentiality in traditional Sanskritic culture', which he seeks 
to explain by the Mimamsa conception of the Vedas as a 'transcen­
dent' body of literature, emptied of 'referential intention'. For a text to 
be linked genetically to the Vedas, which perforce was require'd by 
the intellectual tradition, it had to suppress the evidence of its own 
historical existence. 84 

This linguistic eternalism, to return to Deshpande, must be under­
stood 'in the context of the historical situation of the Mauryan era', 
when Brahminical culture was attempting to reassert its dominance 
in the face of threats from Buddhifm, Jainism, and other non-Vedic 
and anti-Vedic movements. Brahminical culture and Sanskrit as they 
then existed were held to have been extant in the same form since the 
beginning of time: history did not exist. According to Deshpande, the 
problem of 'existence' was separated from the problem of 'attesta­
tion'. That some forms occurred in a particular text while others did 
not was thus a matter of accidenti only 'eternal existence was the fact'. 
The Sanskrit grammatical tradition, then, embodies, if only in negation, 
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a certain conception of history.ss Do we thus have a theory of knowl­
edge which refuses to recognize the existence of history? 

The theory that there is no history in a real sense was, to follow 
Deshpande's reasoning, artieulated at a time of great change. 
Brahminical society was burdened with the task of countering vari­
ous heterodoxies, but it was also 'facing the trauma of the Greek 
invasion' of India by Alexander. But of this purportedly traumatic 
event there is virtually no mention in Indian literature, and it is to 
Western historians, beginning with Arrian and Plutarch, that we 
must turn for a description of this encounter--an encounter that was, 
no doubt, multicultural! English historians, in particular, would much 
later describe Alexander's invasion as an event of monumental sig­
nificance, a watershed in Indian historYi Indian historians, down to 
the present day, as a very modern history of India concedes, can 
scarcely be bothered to factor Alexander into their narratives of 
antiquity.86 Could Alexander's invasion have been such a 'trauma' for 
BrahminicaI culture if the Indian tradition could not be bothered to 
record even the mere presence of a world conqueror? But it may well 
be argued that it is precisely because Alexander's incursion into India 
initiated such a massive rupture in Brahminical society that its repre­
sentatives and custodians failed to give it even a passing mention. 
History would purposefully be ignored much as dialectical varia­
tions had been ignored. 

The question of change--and permanence--assumed a great share 
in Western and later nationalist explanations of why Indians were 
without a historical sense and failed to produce a tradition of histori­
cal inquiry. The view of India as a static society, with which the 
figures of Montesquieu, Hegel, Marx, and numerous others, not to 
mention the scholar-administrators who governed India, are associ­
ated is too well-known to require more than a cursory mention. 
'Absolute Being is presented here [in IndiaJ as in the ecstatic state of 
a dreaming condition'; and the inhabitants of India, added Hegel, 
could not wake up from the 'magic somnambulic sleep' into which 
they had fallen.87 Marx, in turn, thought India was characterized by 
an 'undignified, stagnatory and vegetative life'. His verdict on Indian 
history was that such a thing didn't exist: 

Indian society has no history at all, at least no known history. What we call its 
history is but the history of the successive intruders who founded their 
empires on the passive basis of that unresisting and unchanging society.ss 

As a later Orientalist scholar, Arthur MacDonell, put it, 'early India 
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wrote no history because it never made any.'89In India nothing much 
happened: invaders came and left, empires were toppled and in­
stalled, the arbitrariness of one monarch was replaced and matched 
by that of another: and underneath this aUlife in the village commu­
nities of which India was composed continued as ever, unchanging, 
unmoving, oblivious of the passing of time. 'Vegetating in the teeth of 
time', the natives witnessed, without so much as the blink of an eye, 
the 'ruin of empires, the perpetration of unspeakable cruelties, and 
the massacre of the population of large towns'.90Change was only 
illusory, the veneer at the surface: permanence alone was permanent. 
Where there was no change, what would there be to record? And 
from whence would spring history? 

No explanation that seeks to account for India's lack of a historio­
graphical tradition has had so many adherents than the one which 
equates history with change. Allied to this cosmic view of unchang­
ing India is the commonly held opinion that Hindu. civilization is 
marked by unworldliness. Where the business of the individual is 
enhancing her chances of personal salvation, and where the indi­
vidual is preoccupied with discovering the presence of God within 
herself or offering devotion to Him to the exclusion of understanding 
her relationship with other members of her society, a common unity 
cannot be forged. History is the collective memory of a people, of 
their common struggle for the achievement of the good, and such 
history cannot transpire when each person leads an other-worldly 
life, strangely uninterested in the profane world. The Indologists' 
India, moreover, reflects the principle of immutability, which is not 
conducive to historical inquiry, even at the . level of interpersonal 
relationships. It is not just Indian society as a whole which does not 
show much movement; individuals too stay in their places within a 
determined and unalterable social order: and so history becomes 
well-nigh impossible. India's geographical isolation, and her immu­
nity from change, must in the Orientalist view be considered the 
prime reason why a historiographical tradition was not developed in 
India before the advent of Islam. 

Although the presence in India of Muslim works of history from 
around 1200 AD onwards is commonly known,91 the import of this 
development is perhaps less clear than it should be. Is it too much to 
conjecture that in the period before the coming of the Muslims, not 
only the cultural unity of India, but perhaps the very survival of its 
people was based on a purposeful forgetfulness? In what manner 
would the people ofIndia have lived with the burden of the knowledge 
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that their country had repeatedly been subjected to the rule of for­
eigners? Modern man thinks of history as an aid to living in the 
present, but to the Indian history has the contrary effect of not en­
abling one to live in the present. Each civilization must find its way to 
eliminating the suffering that is born of existential dilemmas, of 
decay from within, and of oppression from within and without; and 
the latter was, one can perhaps speculate, best achieved by a wilful 
amnesia. 

The first significant dent in the wilful amnesia of an entire civiliza­
tion appeared with the establishment of the Islamic faith on Indian 
soil. The incursions into India by the Muslims followed that of the 
Sakas, the Pahlavas, the Kushans, and the Huns, but the Muslims, 
unlike their predecessors, brought with them a strong monotheistic 
faith. The sense of history also appears to have been first installed in 
some meaningful way among Indians with the coming oflslam; or, to 
advance a less daring claim, the advent of Islam in India and the 
emerg~nce of historical writing display a certain simultaneity that 
cannot pass without observation. Among the great continuing world 
civilizations, the sense of history has generally been most evident in 
those characterized by a monotheistic faith and a strong proselytiz­
ing tendency. The most notable exception here would be China, 
which in the figure of Ssu-ma-chien produced a great historian as 
early as the first century BC, and has ever since shown itself funda­
mentally interested in practices of historical inquiry.92 If Chinese 
mythology is scarcely as rich and diverse as that of India, we are 
obviously tempted to ask whether myth and history were conceived 
in opposition, or whether mythology suffers when there is an en­
hanced view of history. 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, all monotheistic faiths, have been 
marked by an acute sense of history, and unlike Hinduism these are 
proselytizing faiths,93 though the Hinduism of some Hindus, as sub­
sequent chapters demonstrate, has now begun to acquire their char­
acteristics. Where redemption is only possible through the acceptance 
of The Chosen One, the Saviour, and the rejection both of 'polythe­
ism' and of the possibility of redemption through other avenues, the 
writing of history must become an imperative task. History records 
the triumph of that faith, its spread through vast spaces over a period 
of time, and the acceptance by the conquered peoples of the personal 
saviour as the redeemer of mankind. There is, for each of these faiths, 
only one possible history; and the eschatology is not the redemption 
of man by the Saviour but rathedl.is redemption by history. Does not 
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history, and the development of a historiographical tradition, have 
something of a natural association with the notion of a personal 
saviour and with proselytism? Are we not at least pushed towards 
the thought that monotheistic faiths almost certainly have resorted to 
the idioms of historical thought and writing, while Hinduism has 
been indifferent, if not hostile, to the historical enterprise? 

Let me, then, speculate further and move us as far away from the 
arguments conventionally furnished-extending from the hostility 
of India's climate to historical texts, the conspiratorial character of 
Brahmins and the intolerance of Muslim conquerors and rulers, to the 
supposed irrationality of Indians, their animadversion to facts and 
empirical positivism, and (in Hegelian terms) the stagnation of the 
Spirit-to explain the lack of historical literature in India until at least 
the coming of Islam, arguments all predicated on the assumption that 
to concede this lack is to accept that on the evaluative scale of civiliza­
tions, India must fare poorly. The acceptance of history is nothing but 
the narrowing of man's options, the submission of a people to the 
reigning ideas of the time, and the renunciation of multiple 
eschatologies for the exceedingly dubious benefit of being part of the 
global destiny of the human race. Though histories are increasingly 
being written in the plural, paradoxically their ascent leads to history 
in the singular. It is not that 'history may be servitude': history is 
servitude; and it is this view, which has found its greatest exponent in 
Gandhi-the real one, not his unpropitiously named namesakes who 
were bent on bringing India into the orbit of world history-which 
must principally account for why Hindu civilization chose not to 
produce a historiographical tradition. As the epistemological clarity 
of this position is best seen in the writings of Gandhi, and in the style 
of thinking and mode of action associated with his name, I shall turn 
to him, here (in the final section of this chapter) and elsewhere in this 
book, to explore the meaning of this profound indifference to history, 
and the possibilities of constructing an account of knowledge which 
allows little or no epistemological space to historical knowledge, 
historical writing, or even historical consciousness. 

VI 

For much the same reasons that Bankim was willing to accept history 
as a guide to action, Gandhi was not. Bankim's interest in history, the 
historical sense and historical evidence, was derived partly from a 
desire to demonstrate that the past of India, and particularly of his 
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native Bengal, was one of martial traditions and military prowess. 
His historical novels set out to establish that the various invaders of 
India, far from being allowed to enter and pillage the country without 
contest, were given battle at every turn. But Indians, when at all they 
had any knowledge of the past, gained that understanding from the 
accounts of Europeans, for whom non-resistance and cowardice char­
acterized the response of Indians to alien invasions, indeed to the 
mere threat of violence. As Robert Orme, among the first British 
historians of India, put it in 1782: if a European sailor 'brandishes his 
stick in sport, [he] puts fifty Indians to flight in a moment'.94 Indians 
had thus been induced to believe that violent resistance formed no 
part of their past. 

Gandhi, on the other hand, displayed a rather more complex and 
ambivalent attitude to the question of whether violence had consti­
tuted a part of the people's response to oppression and injustice, 
whether inflicted by invaders or indigenous rulers. In Gandhi's 
Gujarat, various traditional forms of resistance, such as hartal (boy­
cott), hijrat (migration), and dharna (sit-in; fasting; literally, being an 
'obstacle'), were still being employed in the nineteenth century.95 In 
his treatise of 1909, Hind Swaraj, cast in the form of a dialogue be­
tween the sceptic ('the reader') and Gandhi ('the editor'), Gan.dhi 
showed his awareness that 'passive resistance' had for a very long 
time been offered by the people to seek redressal of their grievances 
or to protest against the unjust rule of monarchs.96When asked by the 
imaginary reader whether there was 'any historical evidence as to the 
success of ... soul-force or truth-force', Gandhi replied that if history 
meant 'the doings of kings and emperors', then 'no evidence of soul­
force or passive resistance was [to be found] in such history'. If 
history, he added, had the meaning-'it so happened' -given to the 
word in Gujarati (and other Indian languages), then 'copious evi­
dence' could be supplied.97 However, later, when he had the experi­
ence of many years of satyagraha in India behind him, Gandhi was to 
describe many of the methods of passive resistance, which he had 
earlier condoned, as forms of duragraha (the grasping on to falsehood) 
and coercion which were not any less forms of coercion on account of 
being non-violent. Whatever may have been the forms of resistance 
in the past, Gandhi knew only too well that his attempt to apply non­
violence on a mass scale in India's fight for freedom and thereby 
to induce the social transformation of Indian society was altogether 
unprecedented. History could be no guide to action in the 
present; indeed, the very idea that battle had to be given to the 
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opponent non-violently required that history be ignored, or else the 
burden of the past would have been so overpowering as to render 
futile the enterprise at the very moment of conception. Gandhi re­
jected the notion, widespread even today, that there are 'lessons' to be 
learned from history. Perhaps the only lesson was that history itself 
had to be unlearned. 

As history had serviced imperialism, so it could be wielded asan 
ideological weapon by nationalism. The study of history received its 
first impetus from nationalist sentiment, though, as Partha Chatterjee 
and Ranajit Guha among others have documented, in Bengal the 
writing of history can be dated to the middle of the nineteenth 
century, to a time when nationalist feeling was at best merely incipi­
ent. The brutal suppression of the revolt of 1857-8 must have played 
some part in generating historical reflection. The study of history by 
Hindu nationalists and historians predictably began in earnest in the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century, when nationalism was first 
emerging in force. Gandhi's rejection of the nationalist use of history 
is once again seen best by way of contrast with the historicism of 
Bankim. To Bankim's mind there was no doubt, as we have seen, that 
Krishna was a real, historical figure, and the Mahabharata a text with 
a historical core. The vast majority of Indian nationalists, and virtu­
ally all of the most important Hindu leaders with the exception of 
Gandhi, were of one mind with Bankim on this question. The mam­
moth interpretation of the Bhagavad Gita by Bankim's renowned 
contemporary, Tilak, can be adduced as evidence of this tendency; 
and neither is it surprising that the Gita, wherein Krishna induces 
Arjuna to accept the creed of the Aryan warrior, was the favoured text 
ofIndian 'terrorists' or 'extremists' .98 

Gandhi, however, was just as firmly indisposed towards treating 
the Mahabharata as a historical record and accepting the historicity of 
Krishna. 'The Mahabharata', he wrote in 1924, 'is not to me a histori­
cal record. It is hopeless as a history. But it deals with eternal verities 
in an allegorical fashion.'99 The original core of the Mahabharata was 
just as allegorical as the accretions; there was nothing historical about 
it. Gandhi developed his interpretation of the Mahabharata as an 
allegory, and of the war between the Kauravas and the Pandavas as 
the fight within the soul between the forces of darkness and the forces 
of good, in an extended commentary on the Gita.1oo As for the Krishna 
of the Mahabharata, there was not enough knowledge to warrant the 
conclusion that he 'ever lived'. 'My Krishna has nothing to do with 
any historical person', affirmed GandhUol His secretary and close 
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personal associate, Mahadev Desai, describing Gandhi's attitude 
towards the GHa, was certain that 'no textual discovery' would 'affect 

.	by a jot the essence or universality of that message. The same thing 
may be said about questions of the historical Krishna.'102 Thus 
Gandhi distanced himself from interpretations of the Mahabharata 
which sought to establish its historicity and resuscitate Krishna as a 
historical figure who not only urged Arjuna to use his arms but was 
also not above using some chicanery to defeat the forces of evil. 

Gandhi would have considered the resort to history as another 
facet of the attempt of educated Indians, and particularly of the 
modernizing and urbanized elite which constituted the vanguard, to 
enter into a race with the West. He saw very clearly how the 
prograinme to rewrite history, to turn Krishna into a historical figure 
and depict the Bhagavad Gita as a historical record of Krishna's 
teachings to Arjuna, had a hard, even cold-blooded, edge to it, a 
natural link with realpolitik and an exaggerated masculinity. Gandhi 
aloneamongIndian nationalists and thinkers recognized not merely 
that women have been evicted from history, but also that history has 
been a mascuIinist enterprise, and that history produces no notable. 
truths about humanity, but rather man's truth.103 Is it surprising that 
Veer Savarkar, a noted Hindu chauvinist who was suspected of 
having masterminded the conspiracy to murder Gandhi, first made 
his presence as a nationalist known by rewriting the history of the so­
called 'Sepoy Mutiny' of 1857, terming it instead 'The First War of 
Indian Independence', and that he was an addict of history? As 
Savarkar was to say of the word that he has made (in)famous, 
'Hindutva is not a word but a history. Not only the spiritual or 
religious history of our people as it is sometimes taken to be by being 
confused with the other conjugate term Hinduism, but a history in 
full.'104 The assassin of Gandhi, likewise a history buff who under­
stood Gandhi better than all those who dubbed him 'mad', felt com'­
pelled to extinguish the life of Gandhi because the old man, by 
introducing such fads as 'fasting' and obedience to the 'inner voice' 
into politics, was emasculating the nation; moreover, Gandhi's creed 
and policy of non-violence was an affront to history, which in 'a 
thousand years' had never been prey to a 'more stupendous fiction' 
than that fostered by Gandhi when he led Indians and the world to 
believe that non-violence was anything other than 'suicidal' .105 

Whereas the nationalists chose to exploit history for their own 
ends, Gandhi shunned it altogether: what was corrupt at the source 
was irredeemable. Almost nowhere else did he reveal himself to be so 
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characteristically Indian. In terms both epistemological and practical 
at once, the implication of this rejection of history was the abandon­
mentof the notion that history has 'lessons' to offer to human beings 
and of the idea of progress, or at least progress as it was conceived by 
Enlightenment thinkers, colonial policy planners, and (though Gandhi 
did not live to encounter this breed) 'development experts'. History 
as it was practised when Gandhi was writing was still mainly politi­
cal history, the history of kings and of the wars which they periodi­
cally fought, the history of cities sacked and rebuilt only to be sacked 
again. This no doubt deepened Gandhi's indifference to history. But 
how could doing history one way rather than another way, when the 
very idea was oppressive, have made a difference? Would the advent 
of social and cultural history, the explosion of women's history and 
the history of other marginalized and oppressed people,106 and the 
quest (following Foucault) for the archaeologies of knowledge, have 
made history more palatable to Gandhi? History with a capital 'H' 
has enough detractors, and they have almost entirely wound up on 
the side of history with a small 'h'. And we must also ask apropos of 
these new developments in history: do they suggest that whatever 
may have been the reasons which induced Indians to forgo the cre­
ation of a historiographical tradition, such reasons do not exist any 
more? If history once oppressed, does it now liberate? 

Gandhi would have welcomed the sentiments behind recent de­
velopments in historiography and the good intentions of their propo­
nents. In his own, howsoever limited, way he tried to bring women 
into the public arena and into political life. He decried the use of 
history to propagate a hyper-masculinity; indeed, he consciously 
strove in the other direction of attempting to feminize Indian politics, 
as the introduction of both fasting and spinning, which came to 
acquire a complex web of meanings, into politics amply demon­
strates.107 Women were 'out of history'; but was Gandhi seeking, as 
are modern feminists, to write them back into history? Similarly he 
set up the untouchables and the lower castes against the higher-and 
if he didn't, as his more stringent critics would claim, it is remarkable 
that his Brahmin foes have generally viewed Gandhi with extreme 
hostility as a person whose conduct and social thinking were alike 
destructive of the social order. But it was not Gandhi's intent in 
challenging the authority of Brahminism that equality should come 
about by everyone being treated as a Brahmin: true equality would 
obtain when every Indian felt himself or herself to be an untouchable, 
and untouchability consequently lost its force in Indian society. The 
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political parity he sought to win for Indians 'was not done in the 
name of restructuring traditions but in the name of strengthening 
Indianness, Hinduism or dharma, all of which are supposedly collec­
tivist-hierarchical in spirit'.108 But where there is something almost 
profoundly ahistorical about how Gandhi set out to restructure In­
dian society and yet strengthen Hinduism and the sanatana-dharma 
(the eternal religion), the project of Bankim, Tilak, and others in 
achieving precisely the same ends entailed the glorification of a 
hyper-masculinity, the imitation of the West, and the fabrication of 
history. 

I began with the query as to why India lacked a tradition of 
historical inquiry. In concluding with Gandhi I do not mean to sug­
gest that there is a linear history to this ahistoricism at the end of 
which stands the Absolute Spirit, reincarnated not as Hegel but as 
Gandhi the Prophet. The past can be read from many objects; there 
can be many kinds of 'texts'. But it must be candidly admitted that the 
past of ~ndia cannot be read from historical records. A tradition of 
historical inquiry and writings has not existed in India until very 
recent times, and did not exist for very good and compelling reasons. 
Perhaps I have not sufficiently indicated that some contemporary 
historians, who can scarcely be accused of supporting either national­
ist or colonialist interpretations of history, take strong exception to 
the characterization of pre-modern India as a civilization which lacked 
the historical sensibility, but their denunciation of a positivist concep­
tion of history is nonetheless itself contingent upon a positivist em­
brace of history, howsoever non-positivist and non-Eurocentric their 
conception of history may be. Thus Nicholas Dirks asks, following a 
quotation from a pronouncement in 1800 by a British official declar­
ing that Indians are inattentive to 'History, or tradition', 'if it is true 
that India had no sense of history until the British introduced it', and 
why this assumption had not faced more 'critical scrutiny'?109 Dirks 
points to the importance of caste histories and family chronicles, but 
his own study of Indian society and its notions of kingship relies on 
chronicles from the time after the British had made known their 
presence in India for several decades. Peter van der Veer similarly 
finds 'ridiculous' the notion that Indians should have 'lacked' a sense 
of history, but his mere assertion has no value beyond the expression 
of an anti-Indological sentiment, and significantly enough, he ends 
up admitting, following the argument of Pollock, that 'Hindu dis­
course often tried to avoid historical referentiality'.1l0 Neither can 
envision the possibility that a people may choose to opt out of history, 
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or-the softer version-that they may not desire to possess the sense 
of history. Agreement with the Orientalist argument that Indians did 
not produce a historical literature need not signify one's assent to the 
proposition that this must perforce be construed as a debilitating and 
unacceptable 'lack'. 

In post-Independence India, and more particularly in the last 
couple of decades, a tradition of historical inquiry has developed in 
significant ways. The growth of such a tradition, with which this 
book is in substantial part concerned, is not necessarily a propitious 
development, and we have only to look at the revival of history in its 
crudest forms among the advocates of the Rama Janmabhoomi move­
ment to understand how the aspiration to be possessed of a history 
has now entered the public domain and wrought havoc. m I have 
summoned Gandhi as an instance of why we should believe that the 
absence of historical inquiry suggests an acute presence of mind and 
why this lack, an allegedly grave fault, must be revalourized and 
turned to advantage. If it is claimed that universal history has given 
way to local and particular histories, that claim provides no relief 
when we consider that the discourse of history has become the new 
universal discourse of our times, supplanting even the long period of 
the hegemony of science. Science, however, was never without its 
detractors, and Europe had to suppress its own traditions of dissent. 
Now, at the dawn of the twenty-first century, the race around the 
entire non-Western world to catch up with the scientific West does not 
nearly have the unanimous appeal it once did, and perhaps this race 
matters less today than it did even a few decades ago, when modern­
ization theory prevailed, and the West, despite the anti-colonial 
struggles, could only be emulated for its achievements. However, we 
are now witnesses to the universal enthronement of history. Is there 
an educational system where history is not part of the curriculum, 
and is there a country where history textbooks are not the subject of 
acute debate and unrest? No sooner is a people faulted or pitied for 
having no history, for not having been part of history, than one of 
them sets out to write that glorious history of his or her people. Is 
there a people that does not want a history? 

Contemporary narratives suggest that the civilization of the West 
is now largely postmodern and 'post-industrial'; it has entered the 
age of 'late capitalism', and at some point so will the rest of the world, 
unless that world has a suicidal intent to become history. What' is 
transnational is not so much the leviathan corporation which pays 
scant respect to history and to the nation-state but certain categories 
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of knowledge, most particularly 'history'. Science never achieved the 
conquests which history is now positioned to accomplish. History is 
the new dogmatism; and as a dogma, as well as a mode of conquest, 
it is more unremitting and total than science, which has had its 
detractors from the very beginning. What better instance of the 
totaiizing tendency of history do we have than the manner in which 
Gandhi, who dismissed history to the periphery of human knowl­
edge, has in turn been dismissed by history to the periphery of 
human knowledge? If Indian intellectual and cultural traditions, of 
which Gandhi was supremely emblematic, present something of 
an anomaly, that appears to be perfectly apposite for a civilization 
that has chosen to burn, not bury, its dead. To use the historian's 
jargon, the only 'lesson' history has to offer is that as the Indian 
tradition did without this historical sense, so might we. In a world 
where the most radical theories are sold on the market, and revolu­
tions are managed by financiers and corporate executives, the aban­
donmept of history may well be the only heresy that remains to us, for 
that defiance is nothing other than the defiance of the categories of 
knowledge which have become the most effective and insidious 
means of oppressing humankind today. This might be taken as a 
philosophical plea; but perforce the rest of the book will be conju­
gated in the historical tense. 
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Contours of the Past, Shape 
of the Future 
The Politics of History in Independent 

India 

I n the fifty-some years since independence, Indian historians have 
undoubtedly assumed charge of their own history. Though histori­

ans-more so than archaeologists, anthropologists, professional phi­
losophers, or linguists-can everywhere be public figures, in few 
countries have they acquired such a prominent public presence as 
they have in India. In the controversy surrounding the Babri Masjid, 
historians found that they had become ascendant among the class of 
intellectuals, called upon to verify or dispute the claims of both 
militant Hindus and their opponents; and in the aftermath of the 
destruction of the mosque in December 1992, they were transformed 
into editorialists, pamphleteers, and activists. l At issue was not merely 
the 'authentic' history of the mosque, but Hindu-Muslim relations in 
India and the rest of South Asia, the future of India as a democratic 
polity, and the idea of India as a composite culture. In the meantime, 
the advent of the 'subaltern school' of Indian history, comprised 
mainly of Indian historians clustered at a few universities and re­
search centres in Delhi, Calcutta, and elsewhere, was to give Indian 
history not only an unprecedented international respectability, such 
as has ordinarily been reserved for developments in French or En­
glish history,2but an important place in various debates in postcolonial 
theory, postmodernism, and what is termed 'cultural studies'. Histo­
rians and scholars around the world have turned to the writings of 
the subaltern historians to pose questions about the politics of knowl­
edge, the nature of 'elitist' history, the apparently frequent congruence 




