CHAPTER ONE

History as a Way of
Remembering the Past
Early India

RowmirA THAPAR

Historical consciousness and even the writing of history can take many forms, corres-
ponding to the contours of a given society and its culture. This is why, today, investigating
the notion of history has become an exercise in discovering how the past was recorded
and how it can be authenticated, rather than searching for texts that conform to the idea
of history as defined in modern times. The latter accounts for the repeated statement
that Indian civilization was unique in that it lacked historical writing and, implicitly, a
sense of history. This generalization is still taken as axiomatic. I would like to suggest
that while in the early period of Indian history there may not have been historical writing
in the conventional form familiar to us from European history, there are nevertheless
many texts of a different kind that reflect historical consciousness. Even in those early
times in India, some of these texts came to be reformulated as historical traditions, some
of which gave rise to historical writing.

An understanding of the way in which the past was perceived, recorded, and used
affords insights into early societies that kept such records. It is worth investigating what
was written, why it was written, and the concerns that occasioned this writing. Not all
texts referring to the past were necessarily historical or taken as such. Ascertaining the
degree of historicity, that is, whether the event actually happened, is fundamental, but
historians have to go further and analyze why certain narratives were projected as his-
torical. Trying to understand the variety of texts that represent the past raises many ques-
tions: Why did they take the form that they did, what from the past was of relevance to
their authors, and why were particular types of records maintained?!

Seen from this perspective, there are certain aspects of the study of historical traditions
that need enquiry. The widely held view that Indian civilization lacked a sense of history
requires re-examination. This is particularly so when we recognize that the historical
traditions of diverse cultures — be they Greek or Roman, Arab or Persian, Chinese or
Indian, or any other — will inevitably differ. Given the generalization about the absence
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of history in pre-Islamic India, the most substantial question relates to the nature of the
representation of the past in what can be called the early Indian historical traditions.

The absence of a sense of history is first hinted at, in passing, in the eleventh-century
account of northern India by the central Asian scholar Al-Biruni.> History for him was
the kind of narrative that his contemporary Firdausi was writing for Iran in the Shabnameh,
a recital of heroes, rulers, and their narratives. Al-Biruni’s primary interests were in
astronomy, mathematics, and religion and he mentions the ideas on these subjects dis-
cussed in India. He reports on the eras used in India and their calculations of time, but
their historical context escapes him. Had his discussants included the scribes at court, or
Buddhist scholars, he would have discovered the diverse ways of recording history prev-
alent in India. He refers to Indians not being too interested in the order of the past, but
makes no such judgment on Firdausi, for example, whose epic is a mix of legend and
history. It was only a century later that Kalhana wrote the Rajatarangini, which, it is
generally agreed, is an exceptionally fine historical work, but which was also quoted by
colonial scholarship as the sole evidence of historical writing in early India.

The argument from colonial scholars denying history in India was not made in pass-
ing. It was to become axiomatic to the Orientalist view of the Indian past, and is still held
by some historians, both Indian and others. Derived from European definitions of his-
tory, it was also pertinent to the requirements of colonial policy. European scholars,
conscious by now of historical literature as a distinct category recording the past, looked
for recognizable indigenous histories from Sanskrit texts but could not find them. Indian
civilization was therefore defined as ahistorical, sometimes directly so and sometimes
hesitantly.?

The Indian past was said to be characterized by what colonial scholars called “Oriental
Despotism.” This assumed a static society that registered no historical change and there-
fore had no use for recording the past, since one of the functions of the past was to
legitimize changes that took place in the present.* The idea that such a society remained
static over millennia did not seem unreal to this scholarship. Change is a nodal point in
history when new identities can emerge and the past can be reformulated, so if there is
no change there is no need to record the past or even reflect on it. This view under-
pinned the requirements of colonial policy in a changing relationship between the colo-
nial power and the colony. The colonial power would now write the history of the colony
as it saw fit. As Lord Curzon put it, this became the necessary furniture of Empire.

Colonial scholars, therefore, made a considerable effort to discover the past. This was
done through the collection of data of all kinds and its systematic organization. The
oral tradition of the bards of central India and Rajasthan was recorded by James Tod and
Luigi Pio Tessitori, but unfortunately not used by historians. Scripts that could no longer
be read were deciphered, such as the &rabmi scripts deciphered by James Prinsep.
Historical monuments were identified, restored, and studied by Alexander Cunningham
and others. As an attempt at revealing the sources of the past and organizing them sys-
tematically, this effort was impressive. But the interpretation of the data was restricted by
the framework of colonial policy, which needed to project the colony as having been a
static society dominated by despots.

Recent historical research has questioned these earlier stereotypes. The current argu-
ment is that Indian society was far from static and underwent substantial historical
changes during its long history.® This view has resulted from two categories of analyses
of the past, not entirely unrelated. One set of analyses came from questions drawn from
interdisciplinary studies, such as those asked by social anthropologists. They were
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examining kinship relations, clan societies, and early political forms, and also the social
function of religious belief systems and the organization of institutions linked to various
religions. The Buddhist Sangha or monastic system was an important institution in the
spread of Buddhism and in the recording of new sects, which were often dissident
groups. Such questions forced historians to look beyond the texts.

The other analyses came from attempts to use the Marxist method of historical dialec-
tics to ascertain the way in which Indian society had functioned. Marxist historians
rejected the Asiatic mode of production as being divorced from the data on Indian his-
tory. Correlations were attempted with the other modes of production that Marx had
postulated for European history, but even here there were differences in some cases. The
feudal mode received extensive attention and raised a substantial controversy. Even
where rejected, it had introduced new dimensions to the study of Indian history, which
was now seen not merely as the chronology of rulers but also as indicating the changes
in Indian society and its economy. Indian history ceased to be an aspect of Indology and
moved toward becoming part of the social sciences. However, these changes in the study
of early Indian history were not established until the 1960s and 70s, long after the colo-
nial interpretation had been questioned, but they resulted in a radically different view of
the Indian past. Change, among other factors, led to the process of reformulating the
representation of the past, and this created or modified historical traditions.

The historiography that is most frequently taken as the measure of historical writing
is the Judaeo-Christian. This has a clear teleology narrating the beginning and end of
humankind, from the Garden of Eden to Judgment Day. Time is seen largely as linear.
However, there are other historiographies where this progression is not so evident: the
Greco-Roman, the Chinese, and the Indian. Notions of recording and understanding
the past were different in India, as compared to these other societies. This may be part
of the reason for their not being recognized. Their recognition today derives from our
current understanding of history itself having changed and the realization that its record
may vary in different societies.

I would like to support my argument by considering why there was an inability to
recognize historical traditions among the sources from premodern periods recording the
Indian past. They were evidently different from the European. Historicity of person and
event and the evidence for this, as well as their explanations, were not the same.

There were various approaches to history and historicity. Its authenticity was not a
matter of great concern to the brahmanical tradition, but that there was a recorded past
was significant. The Buddhist and the Jaina traditions, however, insisted on the historic-
ity of their two teachers, the Buddha and Mahavira (also known as the Jina), as well as
the history of their sectarian organizations, the Sanghas. This established historicity as an
essential component of their view of the past. In the first millennium ap the brahmanical
tradition also came to accept its importance, presumably recognizing the usefulness of a
backing from history when claiming to legitimize power and ideology.

As regards sources, in earlier times neither the Greeks, the Chinese, nor the Indians
distinguished between primary and secondary sources, nor were these put to any rigor-
ous test of reliability. This accounts for the mixture of fact and fiction in Herodotus,
among others. He was a controversial writer even in his own times, when some criticized
him for accepting narratives of events and persons without verifying them.

In Sanskrit sources, the term used for a tradition pertaining to the past was itihasa-
purana. Itihasa literally means “thus indeed it was,” and purana “that which is ancient.”
Texts taken as itihasa could be of various kinds: from those that referred to the past in a
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seemingly authentic fashion but laced the reference with attractive fantasy, to others that
briefly gave the bare bones of an official record of events.

Essential to historical traditions is the shape and accounting of time, which allows a
distinction to be made between the past and the present. The argument for the lack of a
sense of history in India has been tied to the erroneous idea that India had only a cyclic
concept of time.® The cycle is described in the theory of the mabayuga, the great age,
incorporating the four yugas or ages of time. The mabayuga was divided into four cyclic
ages whose length declined according to geometrical progression. They also registered a
decline in dharma or righteousness. The first was the Kritayuga of 4,800 years, the sec-
ond was the Tretayuga of 3,600 years, the third was the Dvaparayuga of 2,400 years, and
the fourth, which is the present age, is the Kaliyuga of 1,200 years. These were divine
years totaling 12,000 and had to be multiplied by 360 to convert them to human years.
The length of the mabayuga was therefore 4,320,000 human years. The attempt to
make the scheme conform to a mathematical pattern is of interest, particularly as the
figures often tally with numbers in Mesopotamian cosmologies. Ideas and figures seem
to have circulated in a broad area that comprised West and South Asia. The Indian
scheme did not, however, pick up the Greek notion of associating the ages with metals —
gold, silver, bronze, and iron. The decline in dbarma makes the present into one when
the norms of society are turned upside-down.

The end of the cycle witnessed either a cataclysmic collapse of the universe, or alter-
nately the arrival of the savior-figure of Kalkin, the final incarnation of Vishnu, who
would save the universe and inaugurate a new mahbayuga with a fresh Kritayuga. It was
therefore argued that cyclic time inhibited the writing of history since events were
repeated in each mahayngn. However, what was overlooked was that in each of the four
cycles there was a marked change that resulted in fundamental alterations of social func-
tioning and a different sequence of events. Therefore this could hardly be called a static
society. This concept of time dates approximately to the turn of the Christian era and the
carly centuries AD. It is set out in the epic Mahabharata, in some Puranas, and is referred
to in Manu’s Dbharmashastra.

It was argued that linear time, essential to history, was lacking in this theory. However,
linear time in India is often parallel to, or intersects with, cyclic time. It is central, for
example, to the extensive incorporation of genealogies into texts on the past. These are
tellingly referred to as vamsha, bamboo. This was a visual form of a node and a stem
symbolizing generations and descent. Regnal years were given alongside the dynastic
lists. Royal inscriptions recording grants to persons came to be precisely dated. This was
particularly necessary since the grant of land had to be at an auspicious moment in order
for the king to be able to claim merit for making the grant. Furthermore, the shift in
astronomy from the lunar to the solar calendar also had an impact on time reckoning.
This made chronology more precise and introduced calculations in eras, the samvat.
Precise chronology was essential to the authenticity of documents, especially those
recording donations along with dues and obligations. It came to be widely used in
historical records.

A sharp dichotomy between linear and cyclic time is not feasible because some
elements of each are often parallel, although pertaining to different functions. Cyclic
time is often viewed as cosmological time, whereas time measured in human terms is
linear, with successive generations and individual chronologies. The present cycle — the
Kaliyuga — is not a repetition of the past, although it was once described as such. Each
cycle gets shorter and records change. It may have been thought that the entire great
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cycle could be repeated, but given that each was expected to last 4,320,000 years, a
repetition on this scale would in any case annul historical reckoning. Whatever may have
been the metaphorical meaning of the mabayuga, it did not erode historical conscious-
ness. If anything, the differences between the four ages, marked by major events such as
the Mahabbarata war, heightened the centrality of the presumed historical difference
between each. Where cyclic time takes a spiral form, bypassing the starting point of the
cycle, if the spiral is sufficiently stretched it can become almost linear. These variations
are present in Indian texts. They suggest what might be called an almost heterogeneous
concept of time, which could be linear, spiral, or cyclic in form.

Cyclic time and linear time were used differently. The former referred to the cosmo-
logical dimension and its space was the universe. Linear time was tied to human activity
within the spatial framework of a kingdom or of a limited part of the cosmos such as
Bharatavarsha — the Indian continent. In this sense, linear time can be seen as a segment
of the arc of cyclic cosmic time. Points of time could be recorded in either of the two
patterns or in their intersection. The latter occurs in some inscriptions, such as the Aihole
inscription of Pulakeshin II, the Chalukya king of the Deccan dated to ap 634.7
The inscription gives the date in the Shaka era of Ap 78 as well as in its equivalent in the
Kaliyuga era of 3102 Bc. This is a deliberate attempt to use both systems.

The embedded tradition seems to be more attuned to texts that refer to cyclic time,
such as the statement in the Mababbarata that the war brought the Dvaparayuga to an
end and the termination of the war inaugurated the Kaliyuga. The use of linear time in
these texts takes the form, for instance, of narrating the lineages of the clans and heroes.
Eras and their various systems of calendars come into use in the later texts of what I have
called the externalized tradition. Linear time is therefore not absent in the embedded
sources but becomes more evident in the later ones.

Turning to what I have defined as the historical traditions of early India, I would like
to suggest that there are three distinctly different historiographies, each of which treats
the past in diverse ways. Today, when we look for historical traditions we give priority to
the Puranic tradition based on the various Puranas as texts. This has been the conven-
tional view of those who make at least a small concession to there being a historical tradi-
tion. The Puranas are religious sectarian texts of the first millennium ap, although they
claim roots in the Vedic texts. Each is dedicated to the belief and ritual of a particular
deity of the Hindu pantheon. There are therefore many Puranas. There is a section in
some texts called the vamsha-anu-charita, listing genealogical and dynastic succession.
This is almost an add-on, since it is in most cases not an integral part of the text. Placing
itin a Purana gave the data status and continuity. It is thought that the data was initially
composed by bards and then taken over by brabmanas, presumably when they recog-
nized that controlling the representation of the past gave them added authority.

The second tradition, often called the Shramanic tradition, draws from the Buddhist,
Jaina, and other such ideologies. These evolved from an opposition to Vedic Brahmanism.
They refuted the Vedas as divinely sanctioned texts and denied the existence of deity and
of the soul. Most importantly, they argued that the laws and institutions of society were
created to suit human needs and were not the creation of deities. This is clearly under-
lined in the contractual theory that narrates the origins of government and the constitu-
tion of laws relating to family relationships and property rights. The ideological
underlining of these ideas would therefore be different from that of the brahmanical
texts. This is reflected in the choice and representation of events and personalities from
the past. Alternate positions are sometimes reflected in contradictory representations.
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History can be embedded in Buddhist and Jaina canonical literature, or can be part of
the chronicles of monasteries. The authors of such histories were frequently monks or
Buddhist and Jaina scholars.

The third tradition was that of the bards, narrating events about heroes and clans in
the form of ballads and epic fragments.® This was initially an oral tradition which was
taken over and formalized by the drahmanas and other literati when they realized that
controlling narratives about the past could enhance their authority. The bardic tradition
claims a greater derivation from memory than the other two, and therefore tends to be
treated as a substratum source of history. It has survived in the long epic poems on medi-
eval heroes and rulers. These compositions of a later period are in the regional languages
rather than in the Sanskrit and Prakrit of earlier times. This sometimes resulted from, or
coincided with, the use of these languages in the royal court. It forms a substratum
source of recording a version of the past.

In each of these three historical traditions, historical consciousness takes two forms.
The earlier is an embedded form, in which information on the past, which indicates how
the past is viewed, is provided. It also recalls earlier forms of society, such as clan societies
prior to the rise of kingdoms and the prevalence of caste. Such information is integrated
into texts, which may be ritual texts such as the Rigreda. Or it may be part of epics,
which are then converted into texts associated with ritual and sectarian belief, such as the
Ramayana and the Mahabharata. The other form of historical consciousness is what I
have called the externalized form. This consisted of new genres of writing, specifically for
a historical purpose, which became common after the mid-first millennium ap. Their
focus is on persons and events of the past and they occur in the literature of every region.
The historical imprint consists in either reformulating sections of the existing texts from
a different historical perspective or else writing about the past in new literary genres.
Alternatively, they sometimes reuse historical objects, frequently by inscribing contem-
porary inscriptions on surfaces that carry an inscription from the past.

The first of these three historiographies was the Puranic tradition. This has its origins
in hymns embedded in ritual texts, such as the dana-stutis, or hymns in praise of the gift-
giving hero, and these hymns are included in the Rigreda of the late second millennium
BC, although the ritual functions of these particular hymns are minimal. Many are about
contemporary heroes, the chiefs of clans, who are applauded for successful raids and their
consequent generosity in giving gifts to the composers of the hymns celebrating their
heroism. Association with the sacrificial ritual perhaps gave these hymns greater cre-
dence, and being included in ritual texts ensured some continuity. The poets rightly
claim that they have immortalized the heroes, for we know of them today only because
of these poems.

Heroic acts are enlarged in the epics, the Mababbarata and the Ramayana, com-
posed in their present form probably in the late first millennium Bc, but added to until
the early centuries Ap. Single raids give way to formal battles. A distinction between the
two is hinted at. The Mababharata is referred to as an itihasa, a narrative of past events
believed to have happened. The Ramayana is described as a kavya, or even the adi-
kavya, literally the first poem, whereas kavya is used for many texts. The contflict of clans —
supposedly drawing in all the known clans with the dramatic ending of clan society in the
first case — is different from the conflict between the kingdom and clan society (disguised
as demons) in the second. The epicenter of each epic is in a different part of the Ganges
plain. The epic could be used in various ways: to legitimize the status of marginal clans
and to normalize unfamiliar social customs, such as fraternal polyandry, by making them
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a crucial feature of the narrative. The central narrative is about the confrontation between
clans, and the eventual war draws in virtually all the known clans and marks their
termination.” The war is therefore a time marker. It differentiates the political system of
clans based on kin relations from that where power is claimed through kingdoms regis-
tering state systems. The fulsome endorsement of kingship in the late sections of the
Mahabbarata is symbolically the funeral oration for clan society and chiefships.

In the other epic, the Ramayana, the confrontation between clan society and king-
ship is sharper. The contflict is between the newly emerging kingdom at Ayodhya and the
clan-based society of Lanka which tends not to conform to the norms of a kingdom.'’
The author shows his contempt for clan society by depicting the clans-people as demons,
the rakshasas. This imagery is frequently used in Sanskrit literature for those regarded as
outside the social pale, people without caste identities or observing unfamiliar social
customs. Sources are again ambiguous in this epic. The author, Valmiki, drew from a vast
floating oral tradition, probably maintained by bards. The conversion of the hero Rama
into an incarnation of the deity Vishnu was almost certainly due to a later revision of the
text by brabmanas of the Vaishnava sect, worshipping Vishnu.

Embedded history by its very nature does not ensure the historicity of event and per-
son. The authors evoke the past and its ambience, looking back at it nostalgically. Such
an evocation is common to all epic compositions and is even more effective through oral
performance. Epics may be seen as repositories of historical consciousness but not neces-
sarily as histories recording events. Epic material was reformulated into a narrative of the
past in later texts, such as the Puranas. The section on succession known as the vamsha-
anu-charita, in the Vishnu Purana for example, narrates at length the descent of heroes
and lineages, prior to the establishing of dynasties. Subsequently there is a list of dynas-
ties from about the fifth century Bc to the fourth century ap.!!

These succession lists date to the early centuries Ap and effectively cease with the
Gupta period in the fourth century ap. This was essentially a historical tradition not as
we know it now but in what might be called a genealogical mode of thinking. It became
a data-bank for those in later times wishing to latch themselves onto a lineage and thereby
claim high status, which many did. Genealogical descent was not to be counted literally,
generation by generation, nor to be interpreted as racial identities as has been done by
some modern historians.

Subsequent to the narration of lineages and clans came lists of dynasties and their
individual rulers, sometimes accompanied by regnal years. This section on dynastic lists
is written in the future tense, presumably to underline its difference from the earlier sec-
tion. The point at which the prophecy stops gives us the date of composition, which is
the mid-first millennium ap. These are largely historically attested dynasties beginning in
the sixth century Bc and continuing to the fourth century ap. They mention the known
dynasties, the Shishunaga, Nanda, Maurya, Shunga, Andhra, Gupta, and others, written
from a North Indian perspective. The lists are reasonably accurate judging by evidence
about them from other sources, such as inscriptions. Another indicator of the transition
from clan to kingdom was that lineage was no longer as important as the caste of the
dynasties, which is mentioned even if it is low.

The watershed between the embedded and externalized traditions dates to the mid-
first millennium ap. There is a difference between texts where historical traditions are
less visible and those that are specifically intended as historical. This is made apparent in
various new genres of writing. Insisting on the historicity of person and event, they are
a departure from earlier traditions. This may have been prompted by the alternate
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perspective on the past adopted by the Buddhist and Jaina traditions, which were more
historically oriented and were writing their own version of history, different from that of
the Puranas.

That the perceptions were predictably different in Buddhist and Jaina writings is also
underlined by these traditions being regarded as heterodox by the brabmana authors of
the Puranic texts. This was not limited to their choice of what to record being different,
but also because they sometimes contested the representations from brahmana author-
ship. For example, the earliest Jaina version of the story of Rama was Vimalasuri’s
Pawmachariyam, from around the third century ap.'? Not only did it contradict the earlier
epic in accusing it of fantasy and exaggeration, as for example in its depiction of clan society
as demons, but it also insisted that its version was historically accurate, thus making a
strong claim to historicity. A political dialogue is implied in these contradictions. This
approach to the past continues into later medieval times in the Jaina chronicles known
as the prabandhas and the biographies of kings, such as the Kumarapalacharita, the
biography of the twelfth-century Chaulukya king of Gujarat.

Buddhist historical ideas are evident in the Buddhist canon written in Pali, recording
the teachings of the Buddha. Even though reconstructed in a later period, attempts are
made to situate the Buddha’s teaching in specific geographical locations and link them
to occasions associated with his life. Furthermore, the context introduces rulers and
other respected citizens. The early narratives of the history of Sri Lanka are more delib-
erately historical. Among the latter were the Dipavamsa and the Mahavamsa, chronicles
of the Mahavihara monastery, written in the fourth and fifth centuries Ap, and continued
to later times in the Chulavamsa.'® They begin their narrative with the earliest kingdoms
of northern India, thus providing the historical context to the life and teachings of the
Buddha. They include sub-continental history until the end of the Mauryan Empire in
the second century Bc. The Indian link was necessary to the history of the arrival of
Buddhism on the island, said to have been brought by the son of Ashoka, the Mauryan
emperor.

These chronicles have a different focus when compared to the Puranic tradition. For
example, Ashoka is a mere name in the Puranic dynastic lists, but in these chronicles he
is a powerful monarch and the most important patron of the Buddhist Sangha or Order.
His reign is narrated at length but from a Buddhist perspective. The difference from the
Puranas is ideological. With the establishment of Buddhism, history is determined by
events in relation to the Buddhist Sangha. The interface between political authority and
the Buddhist Sangha has no echo in the Puranic perspective but it is confirmed by a large
number of inscriptions. From these we know that the Shramanic religions had a wide
range of patrons, from royalty to householders and merchants.

These heterodox traditions, as they have been called, of the Buddhists and Jainas
have a sharper understanding of the centrality of a historical perspective. The reasons
can be many. They were constructed around the teaching and sectarian organization of
two historical figures, Mahavira and the Buddha. Since authority did not devolve to
the families of these two, it was imperative that the history of the Jaina and Buddhist
Sanghas located in the important monasteries be maintained, and more so when each
succumbed to sectarian splits. In a sense this was a history of institutions. Literacy for
them meant not only repeatedly copying the older Buddhist texts or translating them,
but also other kinds of writing. This included a large body of commentaries on the
canon, as well as on the monastic chronicles that recorded sectarian activities including
dissidence.
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Biographies of the founders and the Elders of the Sangha who were historical figures
were also being written. Some scholars have described these as hagiographies, but despite
the exaggeration in some of them, a core narrative of a life is available, as are also the
changing perspectives of those who wrote in different periods. The life of the founder or
the propagator of a religion has to be exemplary and has to be legitimized, sometimes by
the intervention of the supernatural at critical moments. Such biographies were central
to the missionary activities of Buddhist monks when they settled in new areas such as
Central or Southeast Asia. The succession of Elders was correlated with reigning kings
and thus linked to politics. Records of the properties of the monasteries had also to be
maintained. All this was historical material. Dates were calculated from the central date
commanding their chronology: in the Jaina tradition the date of the death of Mahavira —
generally taken as 527 B¢ — and in the Buddhist tradition, the date of the mabaparinir-
vana/the death of the Buddha —486,/83 sc. This date has itself recently been questioned
as being some decades too early. Nevertheless, the point is that the single, central date is
the pivot of the chronology.

The historical aspect of Buddhist texts was governed by heterodox teaching not
being confined only to debates among philosophers. The essence of the teaching was to
reach out to a wide audience, hence the use of Pali and Prakrit rather than the language
of the learned, Sanskrit. What we today call the orthodoxy — Vedic Brahmanism and
Puranic Hinduism - regarded the Shramanic sects as non-believers, nastikas, as indeed
they were since they initially excluded deities. The competition was intense and remained
so until the late first millennium Ap when the presence of the Shramanic religions was
reduced to parts of western and eastern India, and gradually Buddhism declined
altogether.

The splitting up of religion into diverse sects was characteristic of Indian religions.
Where the teaching devolved from a single historical founder it was necessary to insist
that the interpretation of the teaching by the sect concerned was the correct one. This
required the evidence of a believed history. Vedic and Puranic sects, in the absence of
historical founders, were not as concerned with interpreting doctrine as with propagat-
ing their own beliefs and rituals. Therefore history was not so central. The Shramanic
religions attempted to retain the overarching religious identity, despite the existence of
sects, and an accepted history acted as a binding factor.

All this diverse writing on the past meant that it moved away from embedded forms.
It was now expressed in new genres, created from the seventh century ap specifically as
historical texts. Although a dialogue between the two traditions — the Puranic and the
Shramanic — is not mentioned, there seems to have been a borrowing of narratives, ideas,
and form, despite their differences. The usefulness of exploiting a historical form was
probably becoming more apparent to all. The new texts were in part a legacy and in part
an innovation, and carry traces of mutual influence. They consisted in the main of three
categories of texts: the charitas or biographies of kings and ministers, the vamshavalis or
regional chronicles, and on a much larger scale the royal inscriptions, some of which are
in effect dynastic annals. These new forms contain information on authorship and
chronology, they record events and persons, and they have distinct ideological
perspectives — all that goes into the making of historical writing. Earlier records are
referred to as sources, and explanations incorporate an element of causality. When polit-
ical power becomes open to competition, historicity is claimed in the process of legiti-
mizing that power. Modern historians, writing on the period from the seventh century
AD, rely heavily on these texts as sources.
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The idea of writing biographies of contemporary kings, and referring to historical
problems, may have come from the multiple biographies of the Buddha in the early cen-
turies AD. The seventh-century Harshacharita was the biography of Harshavardhana of
Kanauj, written by Bana Bhatta. There is a tangential hint of a younger son thwarting the
accepted norm of primogeniture.'* The larger narrative was that of the complications in
his acquiring sovereignty over the region. A somewhat later eleventh-century biography
of the Chalukya king Vikramaditya VI, the Vikramankadeva-charita of Bilhana, describes
his exploits and conquests, his winning of princesses as wives, and his attaining the peak
of power, all in a rather florid style.

The Ramacharita of Sandhyakara Nandin, a biography of the twelfth-century Pala
king Ramapala, is more historical and narrates his quelling of a revolt by his samantas, or
feudatories. The composition was a literary tour de force since it could be read as the
story of the hero/avatara Rama as well as of the Pala king. Nevertheless, it provides a
glimpse of the politics at the Pala court in eastern India and the handling of rebellious
feudatories. This was not an unusual event for those times and the composition would
have had an audience in many royal courts. The emphasis on the historical content may
also have been due to the author belonging to the caste of scribes, kayasthas, rather than
being a brahmana. This was a caste that frequently controlled the functions of the upper
bureaucracy and was therefore in the know regarding state policy. The intention in these
biographies was to give the official version justifying the king’s action, perhaps as a
response to the questioning of the action. New powers claimed by establishing kingship
in new areas were being invoked by reference to the past.

The vamshavali, literally the path of succession, was a chronicle. The finest example is
the twelfth-century Rajatarangini of Kalhana, long held to be the only example of his-
torical writing from Indian civilization. The vamshavali was the document establishing
the legitimacy not just of the dynasties that ruled in a region but also thereby the king-
dom itself.'® Chronicles either could be updated in later centuries or, where they covered
a specific period, sequels were written by later authors. Origin myths of dynasties tend to
be linked to the Puranic lineages. But there is much on persons and events that approxi-
mates historical writing. These chronicles are helpful in tracing the process of state-for-
mation and the establishing of kingdoms. Some of the later chronicles, such as that of
Chamba - a Himalayan state, were of the same period as the Buddhist chronicles of the
kingdom of Ladakh and the monasteries of Tibet. The second century Ap was chronicle-
writing time.

The chronicles seem to follow a pattern first set out in the historical section of the
Puranas: in the vamsha-anu-charita section. The first segment of this section narrates
the myths of origin, of the formation of the landscape, the settlements, and the legends
about ancestors. This is followed by references to early rulers where time and events are
not necessarily given in a systematic manner. The next segment is usually the point at
which there is a transition to a state and a kingdom, often indicated indirectly by a num-
ber of features associated with the formation of a state. The narrative becomes more
precise, chronological, and directed toward the activities of the ruler, which can some-
times be corroborated with information from inscriptions. It would seem that those who
wrote the chronicle, or updated an earlier chronicle, consulted the inscriptions as one of
their sources, among others.

Royal inscriptions sometimes seek precedents from references to earlier events, or
carlier inscribed objects are purposefully reused by later rulers. A dramatic example is the
pillar erected by the Mauryan emperor Ashoka in the third century Bc, carrying his
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edicts. The same pillar was used in the fourth century ap for the elaborate eulogy on the
Gupta king Samudra Gupta, listing his successful campaigns. A genealogical inscription
of the Mughal emperor Jahangir of the seventeenth century ap also found a place on the
pillar. These are three inscriptions issued by three different rulers, in three different
languages and scripts, and inscribed in three different millennia. Evidently there was a
perception of the pillar encapsulating history and the legitimacy that history provides.
This was the embodiment of historical consciousness. None could read the script that
preceded it but there was an awareness that it carried a message of historical importance,
otherwise it would not have been inscribed on a specially cut and polished pillar. In each
instance it was the present drawing on the past to legitimize itself.

Most rulers of dynasties of any importance tended to issue inscriptions recording
royal activities and events. The format of these inscriptions is fairly closely observed in
the major ones. The opening benediction provides a clue to the religious sectarian affili-
ation of the king. This is followed by the prashasti, the eulogy of the ruler, in Sanskrit,
which is formulaic although the information differs. The origins of the dynasty and the
achievements of the individual rulers of the dynasty to date are given. Genealogies move
from desirable links to actual descent. Some statements are rhetorical but some allow of
a historical narrative, set for the most part in a precise chronology. Where it is a grant, as
most were, the history and identity of the donee is given and the reason for the grant
explained. Frequently the grant was of land and the inscription was therefore a legal
document and had to carry all the necessary information required of such documents.
Earlier records where consulted are mentioned. The names of the scribe and the engraver
are mentioned, as is the date of the inscription, as well as its being a grant in perpetuity
(if it was), as most were. These texts provide us with indicators of how the system worked.
When taken sequentially in order of their issuance by successive kings, such inscriptions
are, in effect, dynastic annals. On occasion, later inscriptions are known to use two lan-
guages. The Sanskrit section refers to the history of the dynasty and to the rule of the
current king, constituting more or less the material that is referred to in the prashasts,
while the purpose of the inscription is recorded in the regional language, doubtless to
assist local administration.

These various forms of historical tradition continued into still later times. The more
formal texts were written in Persian, Turkish, and Arabic. Kingdoms with just a local
reach used the language of the region. Where the regional language was used more
extensively than Sanskrit, as in parts of the peninsula, this became the language of the
larger part of the inscription. They drew in turn from a rich inheritance of other histori-
cal traditions.

Interestingly, these official versions representing those in political authority were
sometimes offset by the versions of those who saw the past from a different perspective,
what T have called the perspective of the bardic tradition.'® This has a long continuity
going back to the two major epics, which were in some ways a model for medieval epics.
They were often giving voice to those of lesser status and power, until such time as these
persons became politically important and had their histories written in inscriptions and
chronicles by court poets and officers. The bardic tradition of early times reflected in the
epics was gradually appropriated by brahmana authors, but this did not necessarily hap-
pen to the bardic tradition of medieval times. It survived and on occasion was a counter-
part to the official version as recorded by the royal court.

Let me in conclusion state that in drawing out these historiographies, I am not argu-
ing for any indigenous and thereby supposedly authentic interpretations to supersede
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those of modern times. My argument is that there is a need for an awareness of the per-
ceptions that the many earlier authors, whose work we use as sources, had of their past.
This could provide us with illuminating insights into that past. But we as historians have
to enquire as to who wrote the text, when, for what purpose, and whether the purpose
was effective. We may then begin to comprehend the different forms in which history
was recorded, thereby enriching our understanding of the discipline and the society we
are studying.
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