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in detail and with fresh insights-the development of

CAI

State of Historical Research in India
What can be sa d qual tatwve y and w th reference to spec fc

research n ind a? Is our h story a v gorous and healthy con ponent

How. are problems such as per od sat on and genera sat on for a
h ghly var ed and comp ex h stor cal exper ence to be solved?

mportant s quant {crt on? And fnaly how can a deve oped
h story contribute to the deve opment goa and to the I fe of the
peop

We sounded five h stor ans based n the man centres of
histor cal research n the country through deta led nterv ews on
these themes Each of them s an acknow edged p oneer of or
outstanding contr butor to front ne advances n the feld in
alphabet ca order they are Professors

AMEYA KUMAR BAGCHI a tra ned econom st who has most
fru tfully ¢ rned hs quant tat ve y r gorous and analyt cal soc al
scence dscp ne to the fed of modern econom ¢ story apart
from Ind as current deve opment prob ems and has publ shed a
d st ngu shed study of Pr vate nvestment n ind a 1900 1939

BIPAN CHANDRA wel known for hs systemat ¢ researches nto
the célon a mpact and the freedom strugg e and as the author
of an author tat ve study of the r se and growth of econom ¢

nat ona sm n modern inda and also of some of the mportant
contr but ons n the textbooks wh ch came under obscurant st
attack a Copp

+ of yetrs ago

IRFAN HAB & whose path break ng study of the agrar an system
of Mugha tnd a and subsequent researches n econom c h story

ate med eva ) nda and on tre so ut on of a ser es of theore
tca probems have won hm gat ona and nternat onal renown

KK PILLAt a veteran whose spec al saton n the soc at and
cultura h story of the Tam s makes hfm a ead ng rep esentat ve
of the o der school of ¢ ass cal reg onal b story and

The separate nterv ews conducted for THE HINDU n the
hstor ans own p ace of work by OR VENKATESH ATHREYA techno
log st and deve opment econom st were organ sed around 18 core
quest ons grouped n 10 sect ons a dasc¢ pre m nary assessment
the nfluence of deo og ca standpo nts and scent fc h story the
problem of per od sat on of nd anh story ana yt ca frameworks
problems of sources and method the problem of genera saton A
the vast y var ed Ind an h stor cal context and the role of reg onal

af h stor cal research and the potent al va ue of a sc ent Feafly
developed h story to deve opment and to the fe of the peop e

Each h stor an was also 'wv ted to weave nto the responses the
spec fc ns ghts or exper ences he or she m ght have ga ned from
spec a sed research over a susta ned per od wh ch m ght be of
value n assess ng the state of h stor ca research n ind a today

The recorded nterv ews ran to near y seven hours n ther
tota ty Here we h ghi ght the out ook of each h stor an on the
ssues and prob ems posed depart ng from the usua Outlook
format by group ng deta led extracts from the nterv ews around
the core quest ons

in add ¢ én to present ng the responses d rectly' we indicate

taken by the spec a st part ¢ pants

Venkatesh

and relaton to the progress

hase a prei minary assessment of

mew of tre co t o of lid 4

u la F apars tefere ce to @ « alysis or narrat ve

qa fied responses fron Dr Irfa mus Our economists from Ranade
BritoHabb ad Dr Anua Kunar 6 wards both academe and non

t would ot really say author historians also wou d be develop

seach 1 Ida has deer for the t g urtten proper y «peak ng

tut vely very much avout the co k

qury woud cularly te
st dy of da hstory and Irta

to ame aty of them nd v dua y

patter s evolved over tme and fom a eolon alised situat on
to m he us conse o1s both of the

tat as I ft by ot only the

This progress of course ca do rot th nk thet we are

Well you know the hemtage of Athe present gereraton of h .to

vards un ke a other socal
1 Historical interpretat onand re nes set one very healthv

search appear to have been pur treid-that everythine that one
sued with some v gour during the must be proper y documen

ment (as of say 1900 and 1986) able to krow where he is agreenado vhat bass he is agree
acheved ciseshere carid we or disarree ne | do not wish

to ame them but in some other

The base pret assess that especialy durng the Twent. ad Th ties thre er to
h storte researh bi the | sto dd ot keep up w h the more

postve et Dr K K hastory socal ad cultural his whd set q T postve eva tory these started develop ng on
Dr Bp a world scale but found very weak

Cha dras cl racte saty of tre echoes 1 J dua Whe eco ome
torcal discunl e der 4 the socal aid cutural hstory came

last 10 or 15 ears az soc they were t kei in as an addi

Hut mteract: g on an equa p ane
-torki « throughout I dia who J dont th k there s a y other
are trv ato deepe our cer ™ for socal scence wheh ca
sta d © of the way peoples life Claim that decree of autonomy

1 and ma y others we do feel
contr dcto s vbich beset ord: that apart from the scient fic as
Nagy copl s ives a d the heritave of history at 3s necessary

social scence to deve op
ames th t are sing { the ordi CsPecially because we have been
vary h oprathe works but alsa the pov ces of colo cs intellee Q

ar

some developments in respect of

concerned there has been an at
tempt to get away from formal

m ate the scene and explore
some other aspects of society

tual hstory Research n this f e d
is yet hmited scope and 1
some respects the methods as yet
are not satisfactory
Before 1947 most of story

writing confi ed to political
h story even from the nat onal st
po t of view wita some writing
o culture aid economc history
The writng o economic hi tory
we developed after the controversy
betuece the Nationalists aid the
Impenahsts

ty the cebate on the asses nent
of tish rule from the po it o
vew'o Irdias economic develop
ment or backwardness and there
fore the desirabilty 'rom ths
po t of ver ts mhe asse%
Tents of preB t h Iida rey
mcs wiether they wee of the
seve teenth ce tury or of ant ent

formance Trend ed one o! the
tests of the ratio ahtv of Brtsh
rule at p*ovoked exploratio s af

arge they were rather
ded ad mostly poltc h story

eco omic history as a offehoot
of ths pateulir co trove sy
The some + ork was do eo cul
tural history some of t spred
by the nato als ob ect ve of sho
sing that I da exh bted a mix
t re o cultures and that o cul
tural trad tion in Ind a was really
alenBt after 1947 I th k thote
have been other sources of rs
ratio «for hstoni ns Q ¢ rota
Je factor or historical develop

ment as I see it s the quest fr
the exam naton of earler social
systems as sell as the co tem
porarv scc al system I th k that

thods of research eveloped out
sdc India For 14 tance-not i1
order of wmportarce but just by
way of descr pto Namicrs tools
even methods of stut st cal a ay
also the be,.inn g econometr ¢
h story There has been a great r
nlerest too n erxumining docu
ments vth a fur ,reater degree

K K Pilla ~~~

I am afrad there has bee a
deterioraton Qu t y has takes
the pl ce of quahty There are
more PhDs probabl more books
alo Farler the e was more of
te sve research n spte of

fav s m spte of seme
tons

be evcepto s as I sad-the a

vers ty There muy be others
theh I do wt k ow General)
speak 18 they re nn a muc
hgher posto than the South
In ia uw vestes

Romila Thapar
Vell I th k oe of the i ter

est g th gs Wat has happened
{ tle last few sears ¢ the reali
s310 that prob bly hstory 3s
mongst the sx 1 sciences the
most haul I say soph st cated
certa ly the mot tellectu ly
destio g of dsciol es I th
ths s somethi vh ch is rea

k d of se ch c3 the study
of history . bch has t occur ed
to the same de.ree i a y of the
other soc sce ves

esen o ese f vay this hes happe ed 1!

th k tw prty that there bis
bee alo g tr ton of debate

t ally as a debate amo g Fu o

eat on between what were gene
rally ¢ led Ore tal sts aid admi
ustrative histor 71s
The tre debate made muci

more effect ve bod based much
mor tens ¢ by the comi g in
of v hat has been caled a ratio
alist school of hstoreal wrt

who esse t Hy queto cd some
o the theor es of the corler hs
torais 2a ee though they
never actually produced a alter
atne theory or erpl nation
everthele 8 the fact that they

nto a st pl se I thnk that the

De lyn the sense that it has
terided fo r se gue tons tuke the

v ere ot co s dered before
rot co <deed eeta t or mpor

cert 1 Wy do beleve tht oe of
the co t buto s of Warxist hs
tor ogr phv the 1 orld over is the
fact thut on Warx sts n order tu
counter the Ma vst po to h ve
to alo t ke o} the debute a,
see so that shether o e accepts
the Wrxst terpretaton or ot
what happe s a3 8 result o Mr
xst hster f t » at all
creat e Im sot 1 kh g about

Otte t cone n it raseste level of dtellect al d seus
16 to aderee vheh & very

me natul Wd 0 te aga t
does t reailv matter verv much
wbether one » dscussing t from
a Marx st or 2 non Marxist po ¢ Q
co siderably ard thiik that
has happened ta & much greater

hstory thar i the

method
of other oc al sete ces Ths co tn

As far as the relevance of hs
is concerned

that its really of tuo kinds Ore
$ quite obvous h story provides

nding of the past a d
nk it as) particularly mpork nd of soceties be

Cause of the fact that th
84 Many surv vals from the paYou have the

people which are not
the eaplots of m lit
or forgettng what the mil ta

Now I thnk as a
mrerial st strugg e this is some
th ng that was necessary

or snevitable

designate him as a histor cal ma
terial st ag such
upto the peruelar observer
would say that f one has » ar
cons stent framework that frame

tends to be more
ard leag of a

Warxists Ind
h storical materiahsts et us say
have a much cleaner

because there is not enough
ion eco omic hist

any standpoint The wor
le who were

co vinced of the other king of
framework very often smply

One does not have very

vorh in terms of any fundamen
question ng ot

course even behind si
$

b y I shou d
statement a little in
that the hinds of econom c h sto:

field for the simple reason that
to write nat onal stically about mo

have made thé
wr ter ant co on al And that was

'hen we have also the developt of ommunalist histori
But the irterest ng thing is

h ony of
influence over the
Was strong enough to
a st h stor ography whch was

divisive Consequently we
t while we had communal

stra ds the wrtng of histo
the Twenties and Thir

tres whech contribute to commu
nal st histor orraphy nakedly com

hutoriography does 10%
to existence yet

Q Thats more recent?

That comes into

en th nk we have a very
strorg schoo of rest h stor ang
am India but I wou d lke to put
them together

sc ent f c history

Secular and scientific history?
Well scientafic history 1s se

las bee gong

rt of the anti

work necessar

or mevitable yes
judge wh ther

sary but I can say that probably
t was nevitable But today to
be unable to outhve that kd of

fis a san of retrogres
son Aid we shoulg be ab now
to jook truthfully

not only because

of these figures ind vidual y but
ao becaus we want a true pe
ure of the society and the
changes in that society that were

com
ng about through the cen

juxtaposit on
some parts of the country to thsdy of h nt ng a d gathering soeetes together w th early peasant
econom es together «th the most

ndustr lis tion and J}
th k ths juxtaposit on makes
much more immed atel
viously releva t th n
wh ch are of a more un form k nd
That is one as

g ¢ of course come up
the last few

ycars is the conse ous use of hs
n poltcal ideolo

teal mvthmok og A
bee demo strated of course in
the co trover v over the history

soud say -
rocraphy left its amtators and

ta t contribut o

+ 10 do not smply react to par

whole vth all the contradicto s
th all these spirals

In Ny own particular field
e look at the current hstoro

gtaphy of econome¢ history I
would say first of all that unfor

over the last coup e of decades
drelato to earlier

A d certa nly want to h de particu ar

B pon Chandra

tin}

K K Piller

and svientufic history it 1s not
80 much that we are histomans

ike secular his
tory but rather people who ate
tryi Mite a se entific

I think
are the most tmporta it
But the e are others who are 1)

Marxism vho are

tiluenced by the effort to fu c

Am yo Kumor Bogch Venkatesh Athreya

work of good quality on th eco
Brituh India

lat is produced
oftes simply incompetent
But apart from that there tend

to be tro dfferent currents in
the gei ral field One the sort

ach eved someth ng that 1s
fcart
Ithi kthatthe ds of

developme ts that have take
k place at the a alvical level 1 the

h story are very
co}par ble wth the best h stor

a ywhere else and
the k ds of developments ad

that are taki g place

must ask ll. Influence of
Ideological Standpoints

era and Saentific History

one cai start with these begin
and b id wp
the enterpris

economic h tory mo
ine up 087 the 'dass of the data
v hich are there in var ous archi
ves and wheh reed simply to
he pit together »
frame. ork That consistent frame
work if at has to accommodate
Change has to take into account
the dialectcs Because ord a
eco omics 1s iscap ble of dea

e in that fundamen
o you thmk that tory

More than answers mj questos It a swers some other
questo s I should haveadiIm happy it does

Bipan Chandra
There no doubt that there

has bee a great
cal i fluence 1

say that there would be four ma
jor deolo*ca tre ds n the writ
One wh ch has been very in

s the mperialist school
The mperialist schoo! of historio

Was not something whch

who otherwise thought thet they
ti mper alist in ther po $1lta The type of questions ask

tor atialysis-for
questio of I dan sp
Now all those who are al the

time asserting tle spmt alty of
are follo ing tn

study of I dia

rialst h stor ography anc
act onary social sce ce which 18
propagated poerticularly
Ch cago school of etonomes o

oe hand and b
rea domi ait school of oo
lo y whch d rves its 1 sp ratio
from Durkhem Max Weber orT leott Parsons
Fmpir c st histor 0

seally bors down to acquiesc ng
n a neo mper alist
for understand gad socal history of Ind a under
Brtsh rule Because ths vas the

each case on
& ows wthout emphass g that

s wvolved n
part cular soci co itext under

co stra ts imposed by the whole
m er lst framework

I addton to the three ideo

Who take history ser ously
and pay attention to sourcesA xes ad queston co sta ty

ssumpt ons the
acsumpt ons of others as well as

last school I would lke to mentio
scieit fic hstor ais ano g

Marxists gre the major
But at pree t n our

ecouitry no d chotom
loped betwee
noiMara sts 60 € major
be: g that the Marv st historia s

Kosamb down
ards have been extreme y free

of te type of dogma

rfay Hab b they ve all
adopted co scously the Warx st
methodology They have not come

w th others be
Cause theyre able to have com
mon points of d scuss on common

ot agreene t
agreeme t Co t ove sieS are Car
red oP na very amcable fre d
ly vay-beciuse th

except the conm al sts-are ab e
to accept the Warnists as

ab e to ccept tha

they re able to 1)

K K Pitas
Several people have fa le

sm commu @ sm
et sn Perh ps

acknowledged for one 756
among the more ser ous histo

What would you say are
the major ideological standpoints
mvotved in histor cal research 0

r ficld of spec altsaton and
the history of na as a

A wde ra te af deologcal x
fle ces co 5680 sad % corse

Boar Cla dra c ad

ot a creculy tie
nq play of a stsc cha

od Ro la Thaner nut a

to alist school and wth that a
certan kind of sectamansm Inutc communalad soo
log cul standpo ts - for exam

sta dpont Hs th t made some
Ind an historical re

areas tereeatarud

were great n the spir tua
but they sho ld leave the econo
me and pol cal fielg to be mana

* of the nnetee th century the
Br tush historia tended to assert
that I dan sn ety as a shole
Cuding its deological framework
was underdeveloped was semi

ang thereforeIm was needed to moder se 1t
dv the d of the n
vry coonalom had
ths part cular woproach And the
approach that was beng adopted
wag that the Iida people were

the second major schoo

co ¢ cort at

A K Bagchi
an {[ woll be very

b ef about the ge eral
bee use of hat my k ov] age is
aseccodh doe
petre seems to be that hi toro
eriphy is very nich

colo al hertage and by
t that her

lage

e ape be g

But then you would say that

I vou d sa, that that is the
only pos ible scie tific stand

can through I terary artefacts ec
eco jure up golde
soft hearted rulers had of people s
f tures even vhe

he reator xefo. parte ler sectar
commu 1 or! guste

The B tsh ad tet us sa, tht
reope vere nof goodf hters So as a resctio

som of our tsoras have fe t
eces ary to proje t the m1

gve by earlier
Furopear h or ns
But ar from arrest 1

accelerated n recent t mes
Do vou hate any
instance nmA xes If I date a y great Ite

vere be g grou d dosn
you do have scone f ets
peoples standard of living ¢

of people dead n famines
or miions of people thrown out
of employmert because of parti ly was the ation

ational st school
found ts ref ecton mainly in tie

to the example of the hostile res
po ses to h torans who date the
Slappadikaram later than the

seco d or thrd ce tunes AD)Int at just lke that n many
other notaices iso There were
times when people sad the Vedas
were 8600 years old and all thet

Are you saying in other
words taat there ise prem um

on mak g 3 part culer work more
and more anc eit?

krit sts Tamils Te u us Ka trad:

viste chaus iin sntA ngu stic chaurinom ses

of our soc al sc ences
inyo ved in their aca

What are the front ne areas n ind an h stor ca research and how

phy
that

other
tet say - psychological argu

Yes there has been a
great

ducts

nalsm has not been vey much

be correct to say that?

ii guistic chauv nsm hes been
consp cuous

Q
Q

A ould it
when

dia the R
1

at

Venkatesh Athreya
K3

3 Several months ago an offen
sive was mounted from a part

So you would say there has

n pre coton al (or
tific history?

econom c

cular-I would not say

A Poul treal hstory but in issues
ROM LA THAPAR whose range of concerns n the sc ent fc we have

h stor ca

Range of Responses
change n part cu ar

B par Chandra Irfar Habib and
Romila Tiapar - as hestorrans

stuation on the ground sdentsfy

ctatron of the etrorg resistance to
the attack on sce tfc hstoynak ng avatlable en the process

rather than to that »f historeans
states he is less aware than hes
h storran colleagues o the detatis

res ai 6f c al ons aught of t ts
h wd as endangering 20¢ ony
dcadem freedom en the narrow

DD Kosamb

econom c h story organ sat on

te a good

eb ag more genera terms ffor aca
aemc freedom ard the nest
pursuit of historical research no
ting that wterference weth "hes

ters sone wretere some toto
rea g the sehes®

one sees

of r gour x

A K Bagchi
Well since as you know dy

profession I belong to the tribe of
eco! omusts rather than to that o

were launched by
many of my sto

ran co leagues would be But f
know that these were worthwhile
9 To the extent that a
attempt is made to revive various
deolocties whether of a commu
na chr cter or of a neo mpenalst charaster- the name of revsos n history I tiink these
attempts must be ressted And
there 18 no queston that an off
cat o eht of this endan
gers not o ly academ c freedom

ht ng

feature and on the var ous pos ¢ ons

that
than

Assessment Bipan Chandra
QA

serstv ths

pest

that the ettack was o text
dooks and this is a point made
by both Bipan Chandra and Ro
mila Thapar And so to that ex

or nond eve opment of peop es
eonse ous 1ess

attacks on some esoterc v evg On
h story but o someth ng that
they thought schoolch Ildren would
know and should not But im
afraid that more than that I can

phase of the gele by histo

search

Range of Responses 1 think the attackers

7a ter ere
m al
Pilla:

sed

ra 70
rt culer

Bipan Chondra
The entre attack was mounted

mu el hstors non commun |
h story because when the attack
was mounted no effort was made
at the academe level to cou ter
to our hstory the commu al
view Rather the attack was
mounted pr marily because com
mua 6 in India feeds almost
en rely on a commu al interpretto f tMstory Commu al 1

terpretac or of h story fs the ideo

to a book or
oe

ge

Baqch t

A K Bagchi

sometimes of Ind a

A osam

K
us

h. t ot

to
tot to prov de A Well as far as a economic

cne bac to tls Ca Ot see ha' na bioad s veep
is we "were very great n ance t
whch introduced decadence and
tnerefore eve ytl that ras
duced dead ice C the other
side dus a d WVusl ms vere
consta t y fightng each other
Consequently to dey on the one
ha d Hindus and Wusims st

secondly e mut go a a nst the
decaderce ntrodiced by the mo
der ty of the West and of the
med eval perod and go back to

thg
a cent

pasto hen the Ja Sanh ecqu
a dom atng or at least 2

very important postio n the
they were very keen to

ort of hold back to d sgurse

bythere
aremuch dore dur

e

are bound to

on

ta extent ve

% great heroes

Irfan Habib
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