How Important are Dates?

There was a time when historlans were
lancinaled with dates. There were healed
debates about the dates on which rulers
were crowned or battles were fought.
In the common sense notion, history was
symonymons with dates. You may hove
heard people say. "1 £nd history boring
because It Is all about memoriaing
dates.” |s such a concorption true?

Hislory Is cenalnly aboul changes
that oorur over thime. 1t b about Arding
oul how things were In the past and
how things have changed. As soon as
wre compare the past with the present
we refer o Ume, we lalk of Vefore” aml
“alter.

Living in the world we do not always
ask historical questions aboutl what we

see around us. We take things for granted,
as Il what we see has always been In the

world we Inhabit But most of us have our
mamenls of wonder, when we are curtous. and we ask
questions that actually are historical. Watcking
someone sip a cup of tea at a roadside tea stall you
may wonder - when did people begin o drink tea or
coffer? Looking cut of the window of a tratn you may
nsk yoursell — when were malbways butlt and how did
people travel ling distances before the age of raltways?
Hemding the newspaper in the moring you may be
curious 10 know how prople got 1o hear about things

before newspapers began 1o be printed.
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All such historical gquestions refer us back to notions
of time. Bul time does not have 0 be always precisely
dated In terms ol a particular year or a month.
Sometimes I s actually Incorrect (o fix precise dates
to processes that happen over a period of Ume. People
in Indla did not begin drinking tea one fne day. they
developed a Laste for il over time. There can be no one
clear date for a process such as this. Similarly. we
cannot Mx one single date on which Dritish rule was
calablished. or the natlonal movermenl slarted. or
changes ook place within the economy and society. All
these things happened over & streich of e, We can
only refer (0 a span of me, an approstmate period over
which particular rhanges berame visthle.

Why. then. do we continue o associate history
with a string of dates? This association has a reason
There was a time when hislory was an account of
batiles and big events. It was about rulers and their
policies Historians wrote about the year a king was
crowned. the year he marrieil, the year he had a child.
the yrar he fought a particular war. the year he died,
and the yvear the next rmuker succeeded fo the throne.
For events such as these, apecific dales can be
determined, and in histories such as these, debates
about dates continue (o be IMportant.

As you have seen In the history textteoks of the pest
two years, historians now wrile about a host of other
jasuies, and other questions, They ook at how people
curned 1heir Ivelihood, what they produced and ate.
how rities develaped and markets came up, how
kingdoms were formed and pew ideas spread, and how
cultures and soctety changed.

Which dates?
Hy what eriterta do we choose a sci of dates as
important’? The dates we scleet, the dates around which
we compose our story of the past, are not Important on
thetr own. They beeame vital berause we focus on a
parscular sct of cemis as important 17 our foeus of
stuidy changes, If we begin (o look al new issucs. A New
sel of dates will appear signiflcant.
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Lawrence, Lytton, Ripon, Curzon, Harding, lrwin. It was
i secmilngly never ending succession of Covernor
Generals and Viceroys. All the dates in these history
books were linked to these personalilies - to thelr
activitles, policies. arhlevemenia. It was an (] Lhere wan
nothing oulalde their lives that was importanl for us 1o
know, The chronology of thetr lives marked the different
chapters ol the history of Birtish Indis

Can wre nol wrile alwwt the Listory of thin period in
n lifTerent way® How o we focos on (e et vites of
dilferent groups and classes 0 Indian society within
the formal of this hinlory of Governor -Generals?

When we write hinlory, or a story, wr divide 11 inlo
chapters. Why do we do 1his™ [t Is to ghve each chapler
soime coherence, [1 s (o tell & siory in a way (hal makes
nome serse and can be olleed. [0 the perocess we Incus
only on those evenis that help us lo ghve shape to the
story we are (elling In the histories that revolve aroumd
the life of Iiritish Governor-Cenerals, the pelivities of
Indians simply do not it they have no space. What,
then, o we o™ Clearly, we need another (ormat for
oir lilstory. This wwoihil mean thiat the olid dales will no
longer have the significance they earller hl, A new
wel of dates will beconne mure Impartant for us 1o know,

How do we periodise?

In 1817, James Mill, o Scottish economist and political
philosopher, published a massive three-volume work,
A History aof Deitish India. In this he divided Indian
hustory Into three periods - Hindu, Muslim and Dritish,
This periodisation came to be widely acerpled. Can
you think of any problem with this way of looking at
Indian history?!

Why o we try anil divide history into different
peciods™ We alo so jnoan alliempt o cupture the
characteristios of & Ume, s central features as they
wpprear o us, So the terms through whicli we periodise
- thast is. demarnate e difference between periods -
bevome Important. They reflect our ldeas abont the past,
They show how we see the signilicance of the change
froim one period 1o the next

Mill thought that all Astan socictes were af a lower

tevel of etvilisation than Europe, Acvording (o his telling
of history. before the Liritish came 1o Indla, Hinddu and

Muslim despots niled the country. Religious infolerance.,
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Interview your malhar
or another mamber of
your lamily 1o find out
phowt their life. Now
divida thair lite Into
different periods and
ligt out thae significant
gvents in each pariod.
Explain the basn of
your periodisation.
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institutions and laws in India ML tn fact suggested thal
the Brittsh should conguer all the territories India to enwire
the enlightenmem and happliess of the Indian prople. For
India was not capable of progress without British help

in this iden of history, lintsh ruke rxl all the forees
of progress and civillsation. The period hefore British male
was one of darkness. Can such a concrption be accepted toctay?

L any mase, can we refer o any period of history as *Hindha®
pr ~Muslim™? Did net 8 varkety of fatths exisl st \
In these periods? Why should we charactertse an agr only
through the relgen of the rulers of the ume? To do so i= to
suggest that the lives and practiers of the others do pad
really matier, We shamik] als remember (hat cvrn mulers In
ancient India i not all share the same fanh.

Moving away from British classification. historians have
usualty dvided Indian history into ‘ancient’, ‘medieval’ and
‘modern”. This diviston too has Its problems. It Is a

periodisation that s borrowed from the West where the
modern period was assoclated with the growth of all the

foroes of modernity — aclenoe, Frason. democracy. berty and
d 1o describe a society

hmh.undrrﬂﬂthhnneprnplrmdmh::.-rn]uhw-ﬁﬂm
or liberly. Nor was the perind one of economic growth

and progITss.
Many histortans therefore refer (o this period as ‘eodanilal’.

Inﬂthtﬂnl}wnﬂr:ﬂdlhﬂullhti'nj'lhtMHhWIE
conquer the country and establish their rule. subjugating

local nawabs and raias. You will see how Lhey £58

control over the econamy and society. collected revenue lo
meet all their expenscs, bough! the goods they wanled al
low prices, producrd crops they needed lor export. and

aboul in values and lasies, cirsfoms
and practices When the subjugation of one country tw another
jeadds 1o these kinds of political. seonomie, soctal and cultural
he process as colonisation

Your will. however, find that afl rlasses und grouge did nol
P — T T T ihe same way. Thai is '-'h? the

Hritish rule brought
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written up, Onee this was done, things vould be properly
studied and debated. This conviction produrced an
administrative culture of memos. notings and reparts.

The Deitish also felt that all important documents
and letters needed to be carcfully preserved. So they
set up record rooms attached to all administrative
institutions. The village tahsildar's oflice, the
collectarate, the commissioner’s office, (he provinelal
secretariats, the laweourts - all had their record rooms.
Specialised nstitutions like archives and museums were
nlan established in presene important recoreds,

Letters and memos that moved from one branch
of the administration to another in the early years
of the nineteenth century can still e read In the
archives. You ean also study the noles and reports that
district officials prepared. or the instructions and
directives that were sent by elllcials at the top 1o
provincial administrators.

In the early years of the nineteenth century these
documents were carefully copled out and beautliully
writien by calligraphists = that Is, by those who
sperialised tn the an of beautiful writtng. By the middle
of the nineteenth century, with the spread of printing.
multiple coples of these records were printed as

proceedings of each govermment department,
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What official records do not tell

From this vast corpus of reconds we can get 1o know o
lot, bt we must remember that these are official
reeords. They tell us whast the offictals (hought, whal
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State whether (rue or fals:

a) James Mill divided Indian History into three periods- Hindu, Mushlim, and Christian
Ay Falwe

b) Official documents help us 1o understand what the people of the country think
A False

€) The Dritish thought wurveys were important for effective administration.
Ara True

Queation ?

What i the problem with the periodisation of Indian Mistory that James Mill offers?

St o
Jasmes MU divided his book into thiee period, narmely. Hindu Mualims and British According ka by

mmlmmlmm‘mmhmmwuthHmlm

Chvilization, while the period before Diritish rule represents darkness. Ignorance, despotism, religious
Intolerance, casle Laboos, Superstitious practises, eic. |

Thvhwnlhllllhumﬂmhnnnhimnmlmﬂwhﬂ.h reasom

(1) Al the Asian societies wern bess civilised than the E
wropean ones So the it could ©
India by conauering all the territonies of  India .

::';l THHI:HHHMIHHIIMMHMW India
)} Allru hrﬂmlrdhﬂtdnmmnhmi-mﬂummm o
ml-mﬂuwdllhuhhﬂmmﬂupmurm nﬂﬁmm.ﬂhnﬁmnlh:::

account of a historian divorns the facty
Chsatiom )

Whry did the Dritish preserve official documents?

SOt

Hﬂmmm‘mmw&lmnh

ifiliret b relarases as o o i a
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How will the information historians get from old newspapers be different from that found in
police reports?

colunon

Information s essential for writing history of a tene which can be gathered from  various sources
Apar [rom official documents in the archives, historians gather information also from old
nevwapapers, diaties of people, accounts of pilgrima, autobiographies of Important personalities and
booklets etc.

Intormanon found in newspapery 15 varied, based on incidents that have happened Across the country
They may be showcasing incidents based on the views and thinking of the correspondents. news
edilon elc.

Whereas, the police reports are true, pragmatic, limited and localired. Because of this fact, sometimes
the information historans get from the old newspapers, are not &5 useful a3 it ks from that found in
police reports. Howewver, for any incidence the newspaper may nol quote all the reasons behind it and
it would be blased a3 per the thinking of reporter while in  police records we could lind some
evitdences for an incident and unbissed repors
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