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Introduction
What does it mean to write the history of a place as large, diverse, and internally
contested as the Indian subcontinent? This book argues that the answer lies not only
in what happened but in how scholars have chosen to describe, explain, and evaluate
what happened. Historiography is the study of those choices—the premises that guide
selection of sources, the theories that shape interpretation, and the narrative forms
that render the past meaningful. By tracing the major interpretive frameworks that
have organized thinking about India, we can see both the power and the limits of each
approach, and we can learn to read historical claims with a more critical, reflective
eye.

The story begins with the colonial encounter, when administrators, missionaries, and
Orientalist scholars fashioned chronologies, textual canons, and civilizational
hierarchies that served imperial ends. Their projects—cataloguing manuscripts,
codifying law, classifying communities, and excavating ruins—produced archives that
remain indispensable yet deeply partial. Against and alongside these efforts, Indian
intellectuals developed nationalist histories that sought to recuperate dignity,
continuity, and agency. The resulting tension between imperial knowledge and anti-
colonial counter-narratives reveals how periodization
itself—“ancient/medieval/modern,” or “Hindu/Muslim/British”—is a political technology
rather than a neutral description.

From the mid-twentieth century onward, new currents transformed the field. Marxist
historians redirected attention to class, agrarian relations, and the material structures
of colonial capitalism, while the Cambridge School emphasized patronage and local
politics over grand ideological programs. Influences from the Annales school
encouraged a turn to social history and the longue durée, expanding historians’
toolkits beyond dynasties and dates to structures and everyday life. Each of these
moves sharpened methods—quantitative analysis, serial data, microhistory—while
also raising questions about evidence, scale, and explanation.

Beginning in the late twentieth century, subaltern studies and feminist scholarship
challenged the archive’s silences by foregrounding marginalized voices and forms of
agency that elude elite texts. Postcolonial critiques further scrutinized how categories
like “tradition,” “religion,” “community,” and even “India” were produced through
colonial power and reproduced in nationalist discourse. These interventions did not
simply add new topics; they reworked the relationship between historian and source,
asking us to read against the grain, to treat absence as testimony, and to make our
own positionality visible.
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The field has continued to diversify. Environmental and economic histories reconsider
the consequences of resource extraction, famine, and development; legal and
constitutional histories map the transformation from empire to republic; and regional
and vernacular studies disrupt pan-Indian narratives by anchoring analysis in
linguistic, literary, and subregional worlds. Work on Partition, memory, and oral
testimony has forced historians to grapple with ethics: how to handle trauma, silence,
and contested remembrance. Digital archives and data-driven methods promise new
vistas while introducing questions about metadata, platform power, and
reproducibility.

This book is designed for students and scholars who want to evaluate historical
arguments rather than simply memorize them. It offers practical heuristics for
assessing claims: identify assumptions, track how evidence is generated, check how
categories are defined, test the fit between explanation and scale, and compare
narratives across frameworks. Throughout, we pair interpretive traditions with
methodological debates—source criticism versus theory-driven inference, microhistory
versus macro-structures, text versus material culture—so that readers can see not
only what each school argues but how it argues.

Finally, the stakes of historiography are public as well as academic. Battles over
textbooks, monuments, museum labels, and internet platforms remind us that
narratives about the past shape citizenship, policy, and belonging in the present. By
surveying colonial, nationalist, Marxist, subaltern, postcolonial, and newer approaches,
this book does not seek a last word on India’s past. Rather, it equips readers to ask
better questions, to synthesize across traditions without flattening difference, and to
write histories that are empirically robust, theoretically alert, and ethically attentive to
the politics of knowledge.
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CHAPTER ONE: What Is Historiography? Concepts,
Evidence, and Narrative
Historiography, at its simplest, is the history of historical writing. It’s not just about 
what happened in the past, but about how we know it happened, and perhaps more
importantly, why we tell it in a particular way. Think of it as a meta-history, a story
about the stories we tell about the past. If history is the dish, historiography is the
recipe book, the cooking show, and the culinary review all rolled into one. It examines
the ingredients—the sources—and the methods—the theories and approaches—that
historians use to construct their narratives.

The very act of writing history is a complex endeavor, far more intricate than simply
recounting a sequence of events. It involves selection, interpretation, and synthesis.
No historian can possibly include every single fact from a given period; choices must
be made about what is significant and what is not. These choices are rarely neutral.
They are influenced by the historian’s own time, place, intellectual training, and even
their personal biases. This isn't to say history is mere fiction, but rather that it is a
human construct, subject to human limitations and perspectives.

One of the foundational concepts in historiography is the idea of evidence. What
counts as evidence? For centuries, historians primarily relied on written documents:
official decrees, chronicles, personal letters, religious texts. These were considered the
gold standard, offering direct windows into past events and thoughts. The more formal
and seemingly objective the document, the higher its perceived value. This approach,
often termed “empiricist history,” prioritizes the discovery and presentation of facts
gleaned directly from these sources.

However, the definition of evidence has expanded dramatically over time.
Archaeology, for instance, introduced material culture—potsherds, ruins, coins,
tools—as vital sources of information about societies that left few or no written
records. Epigraphy, the study of inscriptions, unlocked narratives etched in stone and
metal, offering perspectives that sometimes differed from or complemented textual
accounts. Art and architecture, once seen primarily as aesthetic objects, became
lenses through which to understand social structures, power dynamics, and belief
systems.

More recently, historians have embraced an even broader range of evidence, including
oral traditions, folklore, songs, photographs, and even landscapes. This expansion
reflects a growing understanding that the past leaves its traces in countless forms,
and that relying solely on a narrow set of sources can create an incomplete or
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distorted picture. For example, the lives of ordinary people, often excluded from
official documents, can be illuminated through careful analysis of less conventional
evidence. The challenge then becomes not just finding evidence, but critically
evaluating its nature, provenance, and potential biases.

This critical assessment of evidence brings us to the concept of source criticism. It’s
not enough to simply find a document or an artifact; one must interrogate it. Who
created this source, and why? What was their agenda? Who was their intended
audience? What was left unsaid? Is the source authentic? Is it a primary source
(created at the time of the event) or a secondary source (an interpretation of primary
sources)? These questions are crucial for discerning the reliability and utility of any
piece of evidence. A royal decree, for example, might offer insights into official policy,
but it might also present a heavily propagandistic view of events.

Beyond individual pieces of evidence, historians also grapple with the broader concept
of the archive. The archive is not just a dusty room filled with old documents; it is a
constructed space, a collection of records that have been preserved, organized, and
made accessible (or inaccessible) based on specific criteria. The very act of archival
creation is a form of power, as it determines which voices are preserved and which are
silenced. For historians of India, many archives were initially built by colonial
administrations, reflecting their interests and perspectives, and often marginalizing
indigenous voices. Understanding the politics of the archive is therefore a vital
component of historiographical inquiry.

The collected evidence, once critically examined, forms the raw material from which
historians construct narratives. A narrative is more than a simple chronology; it is a
story with a beginning, a middle, and an end, imbued with meaning and significance.
Historians don't just present facts; they weave them into a coherent account,
explaining causes and effects, identifying turning points, and highlighting continuity
and change. The choice of narrative structure—whether it's a grand sweep of millennia
or a focused microhistory of a single village—profoundly influences how the past is
understood.

The construction of narrative is where theoretical frameworks come into play. A
Marxist historian, for example, might prioritize economic factors and class struggle in
their narrative, seeing history as driven by changes in the mode of production. A
nationalist historian might emphasize cultural continuity and the struggle for
independence. A subaltern historian might focus on the agency of marginalized
groups, constructing narratives from the bottom up. These theoretical lenses provide
historians with conceptual tools to organize their evidence and make sense of complex
historical processes.

Consider the narrative of Indian independence. One historian might tell it as the
inevitable triumph of nationalist leaders against colonial oppression, focusing on
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political movements and constitutional developments. Another might highlight the
economic exploitation under British rule, arguing that independence was a necessary
response to widespread poverty and famine. Yet another might explore the diverse
local movements and peasant uprisings, revealing a more fragmented and multi-
layered path to freedom than a singular national struggle suggests. Each narrative,
while potentially drawing on the same evidence, will foreground different aspects and
arrive at different conclusions.

This brings us to the crucial point that historical narratives are not static. They are
constantly being revised, challenged, and reinterpreted. New evidence comes to light,
new methodologies emerge, and new theoretical perspectives offer fresh ways of
looking at old problems. What was once accepted wisdom can be overturned by
subsequent research. This dynamic nature is what makes historiography so engaging
and essential; it reminds us that our understanding of the past is always provisional,
always open to revision.

The very act of periodization—dividing history into distinct eras like "ancient,"
"medieval," and "modern"—is also a narrative choice, and often a contested one.
These categories are not natural divisions but rather interpretive frameworks imposed
by historians. In the context of India, colonial historians often employed periodizations
that emphasized decline and stagnation, particularly during what they termed the
"Muslim period," to justify British rule as a period of progress and enlightenment. Such
periodizations have been fiercely debated and re-evaluated by later generations of
scholars.

Furthermore, the language used in historical narratives is never neutral. Words carry
weight, connotations, and historical baggage. The terms used to describe
communities, events, and phenomena can subtly shape perceptions. For example,
describing an uprising as a "rebellion" versus a "war of independence" carries different
implications about the legitimacy and motivations of the participants. Historiography
encourages us to be critically aware of the linguistic choices historians make and how
these choices contribute to the overall narrative.

Ultimately, historiography is about understanding the intellectual journey of historical
inquiry. It's about tracing how historians, situated in their own historical contexts, have
grappled with the task of understanding the past. It’s about recognizing that history is
not just a collection of facts, but a continuous conversation, a series of interpretations
and reinterpretations, shaped by the available evidence, the prevailing intellectual
currents, and the specific questions historians bring to their subject. By studying
historiography, we learn to be not just consumers of history, but informed, critical
participants in that ongoing conversation. We learn to ask not just "what happened?"
but "how do we know it happened, and what does that mean for how we understand
ourselves today?"
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