How Important are Dates?
There was @ time when historfans were
[ascinated with dates. There were heated
déebrates about the dates anwhich ralers
were crowned or battles were fought. In
the commoissense nation. hisgory was
swnonvmous with dates. You may have
heard peopie say, 1 find history boring
because Qb Is all aboul memorising
dates.” Is suich a conception true?

History Is certainly aboui changes
Lthat occur over time. [t 1s about
nding oul how things were In the
pasi aid how things have changed.,
As sonn as we compare the past with
the present. we refer to Hme, sedalk of
"before” and "after”.

Living i the world we do not always
ask historical questions asbout what

we sev around us, We take things [or
granted, as if what we see has always
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been in the world we inhahit. But most ol
us have ourmoments of wonder. when we are
curious, ind we ask questionsthat actually are hislorcal,
fatehing someone sip a cup of tea at a roadside 1ea stall,
vaou may wonder —when'did peaple begin to drink tea or
coffee? Looking out of the window of a traln you may ask
yoursell — when were rallways built and how did people
iravel long distances: belore the ade of aflways? Reading
the newspaperin the morning vou mayv be curious to know
haw peonle dot to hear aboot things before dewspapers
began to be primted

Look carefully at Fig.1.and write a paragraph explaining
hew thisimage progcts an ymperal perception
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Fig. 1 — Bralumons offeriryg ty
Shnstras o Hetmnnin, frovaizpleeo
tis thet first o proeliced by

Jomes Kennel, 17

Rermel was askesd by Rolsert Clhve
to prodduce mnps of Hindusaon
Al ETH IR SUETEEET

of Britizh eonguest of Indin
Rermel saw preparation ol amps
ns essental @ the pEocoss of
drrmminsrion. The pieiue here
triss 1o suopst tHat Indiang
willlriphe wiive ober tHelr nnelerit
iexts in Broinnmin — the symbol of
British poiveer —as i asdthy? her
o Pevenne the pratector of [nedian
eiilinre
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Olel ardvertisoments lwlp e
troerstmrn how mnrkets fopmew
produicts were creates] el netw
tastes were populansed, This
192Y advertisement {or Lipton tea
supidesis that rovalty @l over the
woirhl 18 pssocinted thh ThuEs [em
I the boackgroms vk ses e
etter wall of an lodlan palice.
wiiike ' n thie (ofetfroiimd. seated
on homsehaok 15 the tuird son of
(hissn Viomora of Britain, Pringe
Arthur, who was given the ttle
Prugles e Ceirtmmughis
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All such historical questions refer us back to
notlons of time, But tine does not have o be alwavs
preciselv dated In terms of a particular year or a month,
Sometimes |t is actually Incarrect to fix precise dates
to prpcesses that happen over a period of time. People
tn India did not begin drinking tea one fine day: they
developed a taste for It over time. There can be no
one clear date for a proeess such as (his, Stmllarly,
we cannot fix one single date on which Britsh rule
was established, or the natlonal movement started. or
changes took place within the economy and society. All
these things happened over a stretch of time. We can
anly refer to a span of time., an approximate period aver
which particulat changes hecaime visible.

Why. then, do we continte tn associate h_iﬂt.m"jr with
a siring of dates? This assoctation has a reasorn. There

wasa lime when history was anaccount uf batiles and big

events, [t was aboul rulers and thelt policies. Ilislarians
wrole About the year a king was orvwned. the year he
married. the year he had a child. the year he fousht a
parteular war, the vear he died. and the vear the nex
rmaler sueceeded to the throne. Fomevents such as these,
spectfic dates can be detcrmined. and in histories such
as thest. debates aboul dates continue o be mportant.

As you have seenin the history textbooks of the past
two years. hdstoriams now write ahout a hest of other
Issttes. and other questions. They look at how people
earned thelr Ivelthood, what they produced and ate, how
clties developed and markets came up, how kingdoms
were formed and new Ideas spread, and how ocultures
and soplety changed,

Which dates?

By what criteria do we choose a set of dates as
Impoertant? The dates we select. the dates around which
we compose ouf story of the past, are nol lmportant
on thelr own. They become vital beécause we locus on
a partleular set of events as tmportant. If aur foecus of
stutdy changes, if we begin to laok at new i1ssues, a new
set of dates will appear signiflcani.

Conslder an example. In the histortes written by
British historians In India. the rule of each Governor-
Gener:l was important. These histories began with the
rule of the first Governor-General. Warren Hastings,
and ended with the last Viceroy. Lord Mountbatten. In
separate chapters, we read aboul the deeds of others—
Histings, Wellesley, Hentinek, Dalhousie, Canning,
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Lawrence, Lyviton, Ripon, Curzon. [Harding, lrwin. [
was a seemingly never-ending suecession of Governor-
Generils and Viceroys, All the dates in these history books
were linked to these personalitles — to thelr activities;
palicies and actifevernenis. 1t was as il here was nothing
oukside thelr llves tal was linpartant for us to know. The

chronology of their Hves marked the different chapters of

the history af Britsh India

Cen we nat wrlee about the history of this period L a
different way? How do we focus on the activitles ol different
groups and classes in Indian soclety within the formal of
this history of Governor-Generals?

When oo write history, or a story, we divide it into
chapters, Why do we do this? 1l Is 1o glve each chapter
some coherence. [T s to fell astory In a way that makes
some stnse and can b followed. In e process we focus
anly an these events thal help us to give shape to the story
we are ielling. In the histories that revolve around the e
of Britlsh Governor-Generals, the activities of Indians
simply do Got At, they have no space. What, jhen, do we
do? Clearly. we nesd another format for our Mistorg. This
would mean that the old dates will no longer have the
significance they earlier had. A new set of dates will become
more Impartant for us o know.

How do we periodise?

In'1817, Janres Milll a Seottishreconomist and politleal
phllosopher. published amassive three-voluie worls,
A History of British Inrdfa. In this, he divided Indian
history Into three perlods —Hindu, Muyslim and British,
This pertodisation came fo be widely accepted. Can
vou think of any problem with this way of looking at
Indian history?

Whyv do we try and divide history into different periods?
We do so In an attempt o captare the characleristics al
a time, lis cenlral [eatureés as they appear (o us. 5o the
terms through which we pertodise - thal |5, demarcale
the difference between perinds — become Important. They
refloct our |deas about the past. They show how we sec
the significance of the change from one period to the next.

Ml thoughit that all Astan socletles were gt a lonwver
leve) of civiltsation than Europe. According to  his telling
of history. belore Lhe Dritish came o India. [Mindu and
Muslm despots ruled the éountie. Religious niolerance,
caste taboos and superstitlous praclless dominated
social e, Brittsh role, M Bl could elvilise India. To do
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Fig. 3 —Warren Hasdivgs Do
tiie firsy CGeotyvermor-Cametrod i T 77

Wihilhe Hlsiary Bdok= rmirrnied
e cesls of Governor-Ceenemmls;
bingmphi=s plorified them as
PETRONL, Al palimtiniss P 1!
Lvein o= poweriol fmires

Iritervisiv your mothar
ar anothar member of
vour Tamily © find out
abour their life. Now
dirvide their |ife into
differant penods and

list aut the significant
events in'esch period.
Explain the basis of yvour
periodisaton
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this, I was necessary o /intraduce European manners, arts,
insulutions and laws (o Indla. MILL In fact, sugdested that the
British should eonquer all the territories In India to ensure
the enlightenment and happiness of the Indian people. For
india was not capable af progress without British help.

In this blea of history, British rule represented all the {orees
of progress and eivilisation. The period before Britlsh rule was
pne of darkness. Can such a conceptinn be accepted today?

In any dase, can we refer to any period of history as “Hindu”
or “Muslim™? Did nat a variety of falths exist simultaneously
In these perinds? Why should we chiiracterise an age only
through the religion of the rulers of the time? To do sa is o
suggest that the lives and practices of the others do no really
matter. We should alse remember thiat evert rulers in anclent
India did not all share the same faith.

Moving away from Brittsh classification, historians
have nsually divided Indian history into anetert’ ‘medieval”
and ‘modern’. This division too has Its problems. It is a
pertodisation that Is borrowed from the West where the
modern perfod was assoclated with the growth of all the
forces of modernliy —sclence, reason, democracy, liberty
and equality. Medieval was a rerm nused to describe a soclety
where these features of modern soctety did not exist, Can
we uncritically aceept this characterisation of the modern
period todescribe the period of our study? As you will see In
this book, under British rule people did not have cquality,
freedom or Hberiy, Nor was the period one of economie
growth and progress,

Many historians therefore r=fer to this period as "colonlal’,

What is colonial?

In this bobk, you will read about the way the British came
to conquer the country and esiablish thelr rule, subjugating
local nawabs and rajas. You will see how they estahlished
cantrol over the economy and soclety. collected revenue o
itiest ol thelr expenses, bought the goods they wanted at low
prices. produced crops they needed [or export. and you will
understand the changes that came about as a consequence,
You will also come to know about the changes British rule
hrought about in values and tastes, customs and practices,
When the subjugation of one couniry bv another leads to these
kinds of political. economic. social and cultural changes, we
tefer 1o the process as colonlsation, '

You will. however. find that all classes and groups did not

experience these changes in the same way. That is why. the
book Is called Our Pests Ll the plurgl.



How do We Know?

Whial sourves do historlans use i writing about the last
250 years of Indian history?

Administration produces records

Ope important souree Is the officia]l fecords of the Dritish
admilnistration. The British helleved that the act of writlng
was Impartant. Every Instructlon. plan, policy deciston,
agreement, Investigation had (o be clearfy written up. Onee
thiswas done. things could be prmperly shudied and debated.
This conviciion produced an admindstrative culiure of
memaos, nolings and reports.

The Britlsh alse felt that all mportent doduments
and letters needed to be carefully preserved. So they
set up record rooms attached to all administrative
Institutions. The village tahsildars office. (e collectorale.
the commissloner’s offce, the provibcidl secietarials,
the laweourts — all had thelr record rooms, Specialised
institutions Hke archives and museums were also
established to preserve Important recortds.

Letiers and memos that moved frpm one Branch
of the admiolstration to another in the early yvears
aof the nineteenth century can still be read In the
archives. Yow ran also sindy the notes and reporis
that district affictals prepared: or the nstructions
and directives that were sent'by officials at the top to
provinclal administrators.

In ihe early vears of the ninetecnth century, these
documents were carefully copted out and beautifully
wrillen by callldraphists — that is, by thosewho specialised
In the art of beauiiful writing, By the milddle of the
nincteenth century, with the spread of printing, multiple
coples of these records were printed as proceedings of each
govelrmument deparinient,

Fig. 4 — e Nattone! Archivses of Idies came’ s in the 1920s

When New Deihi wns bl the-National Muserm and the Natlonal
Archiess were both frsstegd elime to the Viesresal Palace. This Ineathon
rellects the impoarpimes thess inetirutions e in Hritsh inuosneon,
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Reports to the
'Home Department

In 1946 the colopial
goevernment in India was
frying to put down 3 mutiny
that broks our on the ships
of the Roval Indian Navy.
Her= iz 2 zample of the
¥ind of reports the Home

Department got from cths
different dockyards:
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wnder miliary guard.

1Tizaﬁapa=nm The
positionit | -completeiv
under conrral and 1o
‘vioitnce has accurred:
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been placed on zhips
snd =ztohlichmen:s
Neo further rrouhls is
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Surveys become important

The praclice of surveyving also became common under
the colonial adininistration. The British belleved that
a country had (o be properly Known belore It could be
cliectively administered.

v the eariv nineteenth century, detailed surveys
were beltig earrded out W miap Lthe entlve country. In
the villades, revenue surveys were conducted. The
cilort was to know the topography, the soll quality,
the flora, the fauna. the local histories, and the
cropping pattern —all the facts seen as necessary
g \ to know ahout 1o administer the region. From the

4 end of the nineteenth century;, Census operalions

plan, 17704 ’ @ i were held every ten years, These prepated detzlled
Hatanieal gardens records of (he number of people (o all the provinees
el yaiteirad dstomy of India, noting Information on castes, religions and
musenims estabilished by the ocieupation. There were many other survevs —hotanieal
Hritlsh collected plard spedimens survevs, zpological surveys, archaeological surveys,

and imfcrmation st thetr
s, Lbrnl ks were diked 1o anthropological surveys. foresi surveys

drame pletures of fhiese spectinens , ;

Histeirinms ure now looking What official records do not tell

L "";“3" -"‘J"-'r‘ ':""":"_1””;""1 From thig vast corpus of fecords we can gel 1o know

W EErheredd Gl Wit thls ) =
el i a lot. but we must remember that these are official

flwrnsation reveals about the - :
iy e records, They tell us what the officials thought, what

Fig. 5-A
CUSTETE-aNe

Naote hw pll theinstrmmenis that wetre used Insyrveys are placed I the foregronmd
ermphasise the actenllie miture ol the praject
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Fig. 7= "TTw rehedsaf |857
lrmigdes tewdd o e camefully stuidted for thev preifect Lhie viewpalt
ol thase who ereaie them, This image can be fonmd o seaTal
iumritet! boohs prodiuesd by thie Hritish afler the 1857 whelllon
The coptsom ar the bobtom goyve: =Muthnm i gspors dhiine the lom”
It British representitions, the rebels nppear a8 préedy. Wielonk ol
brannl You will read pbo the rebetlion in Chopter 5

they were interesied in. and what they wished to presesve
for posterity. These records donot-always help us
understand what other péople n'the eountey felland wiisEt
lay belilnd thelr actions.

For that we need to look elsewhere. When we begin to
seareh for these other sources, we (indithem in pleny.
thongh they zre more difficnll o gel tlian officlal records,
We have diarles of people. aceounls of pllgrims and
travellers, autohogrmphles of impertant personalitles, and
popidar booklets that were sold In the local bazaars, As
printing spread, pewspapers were published and Issues
were debated in public. Leaders and reformers wrote o
spread thelr Ideas, poets and novelists wrote Lo express
thedr feellngs,

All these sourees. however were produced by those who
were liverate. From these! we will not beable to understand
haw history was experiehesd and lved by the tribals and
the peasants, the worksrs o the mines or the poor on the
streets, Getting to know thelr lhves s a more difficult task.

Yer this can be done. if we make a little bit of elfori.

When vou read this book. vou will ‘see how this can
be done:

Source 2

“Nor fit for human ¥

]
, consumption”
Newzpaper: provide

account: of the movements
in different pares of the
couniry. Here 3 & reporz
of a policeserike m 1846

i More sthan 2000
policemen. in. Della
rafured o take themr
food on THursday !
morning as a proest )
against their low j
had quality offood

. suppled w them |
from the Police Lins=
A he fzwe spread
1o the other polics

'\ smtions, the men 4
there also refised o
mhe food .. One of
theatrikerssaid: "The
food supplied m = ,
from the Police Lines ,
kirchen i net fic for
human ConSUMpPIon:

Evenr cartle would
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and: dz! which we E
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Emdoin T,
B2 Murch 1946
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Look atSources | and 2
Do you find any
differences in the nature
of reporting? Expiain
what you observed.
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\ 1. State whether trug or false:

Imagine that you are a
historian wanting 1o fa) James Mill divided Indian history into three
find out about. how periods — Hiridu, Mustim, Christian.
agriculture ehanged
In a remote tribal area (b Official documents help us understand whiat
after independence, Lhe people of the country think.

I ¥ ;i wWavs _ '
S i Sec (c) ‘The Brilish thought surveys were impartant
Bud tnfbrmatioh.on for effective administration.
this,

2. What is the problem with the pt:ﬂud!m&m of indizn
history i_tlamhnes Mill ::fl'nrs?

3. Why did! WBﬁush pw aﬂlr:ltﬂ documents?

4. Huw*wﬂl‘ llm’mrnmmm‘m nhlurinn*i gel [rom ol
uuwapapﬁs be di[{qrﬂl from that found in palice

B B
= J i

.-5* Can awu think of examples of surveys in your

today? Think aboul how loy companies get
11 rmation about what young people enjoy playing

o with o haw the government finds ot aboul the
« . mumber of youny people in school. What can i
™ historian derive from such surveys?

e



