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History: Introduction,
1 Sources, and Interpretations

History is the systematic and scientific study of human society’s past, which analyzes events, processes, and
experiences to draw lessons for the present. It is not merely a record of dates and events but a medium to
understand the dynamics of social, economic, cultural, and political transformations.

Indian history is a rich tapestry woven over millennia, shaped by diverse cultures, empires, and intellectual

achievements.

I PERIODIZATION OF INDIAN HISTORY

For a long time, historians divided Indian history into Hindu, Muslim, and British periods. However, upon closer
observation, this division appears misleading. Therefore, most scholars classify Indian history into - Ancient
Period, Medieval Period, Modern Period. This division allows us to study socio-economic changes more
effectively.
Additionally, based on the early stages of human development, history can be broadly divided into three
categories :
1. Pre-History (Before 3000 BCE) :

e Human existence was present, but writing was not yet developed.

e Knowledge comes only from archaeological remains.
2. Proto-History (3000-600 BCE) :

e Some written records exist, but they are not fully deciphered (e.g., the Indus Valley Script).
3. History (Post 600 BCE) :

e Written records are available and readable, providing clear insights into contemporary life.

l | rer iodi: i l

Mesolithic period Neolithic Period

Paleolithic Age

(500,000 BC to 10,000 BC) (10,000 BC to 7,000 BC) (7000 BC to 3000 BC)
Lower Paleolithic Period Middle Paleolithic Period Upper Paleolithic Period

(500,000 BCE to 50,000 BCE) (50,000 BC to 40,000 BC) (40,000 BC to 10,000 BC)
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i DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS OF INDIAN HISTORY

Throughout time, Indian history has been interpreted from different perspectives, influenced by the political,

intellectual, and ideological conditions of each period. Major schools of thought are as follows :

B Colonial Perspective (18th-19th Century) :

Objectives :

e To prove Indian society and culture as “backward.”

e To project British rule as the “civilizing mission.”

e To justify conversion policies and colonial administration.
Contributions :

e  William Jones founded the Asiatic Society of Bengal (1784).

e Max Miiller edited the Sacred Books of the East Series.
e Early translations : Manusmriti (1776, Code of Gentoo Laws),

Bhagavad Gita (1785), Abhijnana Shakuntalam (1789).

Criticism : A Code of Gentoo
Laws, or, Ordinations
e Presented Indian history and social behavior in a generalized and of the Pundits
From a Persian Translation, Made
oversimplified manner. R e

e  Projected Indians as “without historical sense,” accustomed to
despotism, and immersed in spirituality.

e Vincent Smith described India as “politically fragmented” before the

British arrival.

e Karl Marx’s theory of Asiatic Mode of Production / Oriental

NATHANIEL BRASSEY MALHED

Despotism was influenced by this perspective.

The European interpretation of Indian history aimed at belittling Indian achievements and legitimizing
colonial rule. While chronological details were often accurate, most assumptions were either baseless or
exaggerated. British rule used these interpretations as propaganda to justify the highly centralized Viceroy’s

government in India.

Orientalism™**: refers to colonies located in the Eastern regions. During the 18th and 19th centuries, Western
scholars constructed a permanent framework of Eastern cultures, with themselves at the center, in order to
establish their own superiority. As a result, they tended to look down on Eastern cultures. However, in the
process, they also studied Eastern civilizations and translated their literary sources. Major Orientalist scholars
include Vincent Smith, William Jones, Henry Colebrooke, Charles Wilkins, H. H. Wilson, and James Prinsep.

P Nationalist Perspective (Late 19th - Early 20th Century) : This category of scholars was a product of the

emerging nationalist movement. Just as the Indian nationalist movement opposed colonialism, nationalist

historiography developed in response and reaction to colonial historiography.

Features :

e Rediscovery of glorious periods like Vedic and Gupta Age as “Golden Ages.”

e  Focused on reconstructing political history and countering colonial interpretations.
e Countering colonial interpretations.

e Integration of both North and South India into the mainstream narrative.
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=  Almost all aspects of life are touched upon in it, but especially there is more description of the beliefs of that

time. In this sequence there is mention of actions related to magic (marana, mohana, uccatana, etc.). There

is discussion of spiritual knowledge, enemy-destruction, attainment of health, domestic happiness, increase

in_agriculture, removal of ghosts and spirits, destruction of insects, gain of desired objects, marriage,

commerce, worship of ancestors, etc., in the mantras of the Atharvaveda.

= |nthe twelfth kanda of the Atharvaveda is the Bhimi Stkta

kK

(Prthvi Stkta), in which the importance of the

earth is stated. In this it is said - “The earth is my mother; | am the son of the earth.”

é

VEDA MAIN SUBJECT BRANCHES (MAJOR) SPECIAL POINTS
10 Mandalas, 1028 Suktas, 10,580
Mantras; Battle of Ten Kings (7th
Hymns of praise )
Shakala, Ashvalayana, Mandala); Gayatri Mantra  (3rd
RIGVEDA (prayers to )
deities) Shankhayana Mandala); Purusha Sukta, Nasadiya
eities
Sukta, Dialogue Suktas (Urvashi-
Pururava etc.)
1875 Mantras (mostly from Rigveda);
Mantras suitable  Kauthuma, Jaiminiya, . . .
SAMAVEDA o ) Basis of Indian music; Sung by Udgata
for singing Ranayaniya )
priest
Krishna Yajurveda (Katha, . )
. o ) ) Krishna - mixture of mantras and prose;
Rituals of Taittiriya, Maitrayani,
. ) . Shukla - mantras and prose kept
YAJURVEDA | sacrifice (Yajna- Kapishthala), Shukla .
) ) separate; Important  sacrifices -
Karmakanda) Yajurveda (Madhyandina,
Ashvamedha, Rajasuya, Vajapeya
Kanva)
20 Kandas, 731 Suktas; Medicinal
Spells, healing, . .
ATHARVAVEDA Shaunak, Paippalada mantras, sorcery rituals; Bhumi Sukta -
folk practices
“The earth is my mother, | am her son”
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e Other remains : Among other archaeological remains, sculptures and ancient ruins are mainly included. The
tradition of sculpture in India probably began in the Kusana period, when images of the Buddha were created
for the first time. At that time the Gandhara art and the Mathura art were especially prevalent. In the
sculpture of Bharhut, Bodh Gaya, Sanchi, and Amaravati, a vivid glimpse of the life of the common people is
seen.

In painting, the paintings of the Bagh caves appear to be the basis of the Ajanta style. In the painting of
Ajanta, a beautiful expression of emotions is perceived. In these, the artists’ subtle vision and craftsmanship

are displayed. The painting of “Bodhisattva Padmapani” located at Ajanta is the most famous.

The Mesopotamian cuneiform script is dated to 3400 BC, and the Egyptian hieroglyphics to 3100 BC.
However, the earliest evidence of script in the Indian subcontinent dates back to the Harappan
civilization of 2600 BC. However, recent studies have found evidence that it dates back to the fourth
millennium. This script is certainly the oldest known script on the subcontinent, but the earliest
decipherable script is Brahmi, which dates back to the fourth century BCE.
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Harappan script Mesopotamian script Egyptian script Brahmi script

ANCIENT INDIAN KNOWLEDGE TRADITION AND BHARATAVARSA

India has, since ancient times, been the land of scholars, rsis, and great men, who earned fame throughout the
world by their ancient knowledge tradition. India’s
Vedic, philosophical, scientific, and literary
traditions have been guiding Indian society, and
they have also influenced the entire world. The
Indian knowledge tradition, while being a
collection of ancient legends, is also a living and
progressive heritage, which made invaluable

contributions in the fields of science, philosophy,

literature, art, and medicine. The Indian

knowledge tradition can be viewed in the following ways :

» Vedic Knowledge : The foundation of India’s knowledge tradition is embedded in the Vedas. The Rgveda,

Yajurveda, Samaveda, and Atharvaveda are the oldest sources of Indian knowledge. Under Vedic knowledge,

along with an extensive description of religious rituals, knowledge related to astronomy, medicine,
philosophy, and ethics is also included. In the Upanisads, deep reflection has been done on esoteric

philosophical topics such as the Self, Brahman, liberation, and Advaita Vedanta. Under this, the Brahmana

texts, Aranyakas, etc., also come, which are various kinds of expositions of the Vedas.
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on the upper part. Second, thinner vessels with red-painted geometric designs. Third, wavy-line designs likely
incised with a comb-like implement. Excavation was limited, so house plans are unclear. People likely lived
in mud-and-thatch houses. No grain residues were found. Bones of domesticated cattle and horses were
recovered. Copper items include axes, chisels, and bangles.

e Nagda Houses lined up along streets and lanes with unique mud ramparts. Around 1800 BCE the inhabitants
fled in an emergency. About a century later a second culture developed showing traits similar to Ahar.

e Navdatoli*™ Located in present Khargone. Pottery is called Malwa ware. In the first 200 years inhabitants
chiefly ate wheat. Later they ate rice, lentils, green gram, and peas. Excavations in 1957-58 in the Narmada
valley yielded over 30,000 blades, cores, and flakes. Archaeologists infer a stone tool production center. Tools

were mostly of chalcedony from the nearby Narmada.

Western Deccan

The earliest farming culture of the Deccan is called Jorwe culture. Circa 1400-700 BCE in the Pravara, Tapi, and

Godavari valleys. Primary sites are Prakas, Daimabad, Inamgaon, and Nevasa. Also called Sawalda culture.

Identified by wheel-made, chocolate-colored pottery. The fabric is coarse and heavily slipped.

Houses were circular or oval with domed roofs. Bone tools and beads of shell, opal, carnelian, and terracotta
occur. Crops include bajra, chickpea, and green gram. At Daimabad a linga-shaped object and remains of wheat,
pulses, and chickpea occur. At Inamgaon, granaries and diversion-channel structures were found. Unique four-
legged urn burials with an adult skeleton were recovered. In the Deccan and nearby regions, people kept ossuary

urns under their houses in a north-south orientation.

(Megalithic Culture) : The term Megalith comes from the Greek words megas (great) and lithos (stone),
meaning “large stone.” Thus, Megalith refers to the elaborate burial practice of interring the dead between
stones in cemeteries located away from settlements. This culture is characterized by large stone monuments
used for funerary or ritual purposes. From these structures (graves), evidence has been found of animal
bones, iron objects and weapons, pottery, horse-related items, skeletons, as well as ornaments of gold, silver,
and beads.

In South India, the Iron Age is marked by such distinctive burial practices known as Megaliths. Radiocarbon
dating shows that the Iron Age in South India began around 1000 BCE and continued till the 1st century BCE.

The earliest excavation of a megalithic site was at Adichanallur in Tirunelveli district of Tamil Nadu.

Excavations at Brahmagiri in Karnataka in 1975 helped in understanding the early culture of South India. The
earliest megalithic burial sites with iron objects were found at Piklihal and Hallur in Karnataka.

Other important megalithic sites include Kadambapur and Amravati in Andhra Pradesh; Pulimattu,

Tengakkal, Marayur, Senkota in Kerala; Junapani near Nagpur in Maharashtra; and sites in Rewa and Seoni
districts of Madhya Pradesh.

A megalithic site at
Brahmagiri
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