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ABSTRACT

This study delves into the varied and extensive history-writing
traditions of India, following the development of historical
narratives from antiquity to the present day. In religious scriptures
like the Vedas, epics like the Mahabharata and Ramayana, the
Puranas, and early chronicles like the Rajatarangini, there is a
distinctive combination of myth, memory, and moral tale that
defines ancient Indian history. Philosophical inquiry, family
history, and cultural memory all come together in these writings to
form an understanding of the past. Islamic dominance brought
Persian historiographical traditions to the Middle Ages, which
centred on biographies of royalty, court chronicles, and
inscriptions attesting to the period's events. During this time, texts
like as the Tabagat-i Nasiri and Akbarnama showcase the
importance of imperial narratives and political legitimacy, which
were supplemented by records from indigenous temples and local
histories. British historians framed Indian history through
Eurocentric and sometimes paternalistic glasses throughout the
colonial period, which prompted nationalist historians to try to
recover India's history and express cultural pride. Marxist,
Subaltern, and Postcolonial contributions questioned aristocratic
viewpoints and brought attention to under-represented voices,
allowing post-independence history to grow even further. This
study explores the ways in which Indian history mirrors changing
social, political, and intellectual landscapes, illuminating the
ongoing conversation between tradition and modernity in shaping
India's historical identity.
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I.  INTRODUCITON

India has a rich history of historical literature that reflects the cultural diversity, intellectual energy,
and dynamic political and social climate of the subcontinent. While Western histories tend to place a
premium on chronology and factual evidence, Indian histories have included religious, philosophical,
political, and nationalist frameworks. Beginning with the mytho-historical records found in ancient
scriptures and continuing through the court chronicles of mediaeval kings and, finally, the critical
and analytical frameworks used in the contemporary age, India's historiographical trajectory
demonstrates a multi-faceted approach to understanding the past. There was no such thing as history
in ancient times; it was all a part of philosophy and religion. The Mahabharata and the Ramayana
were not only accounts of events; they constituted a cultural recollection that included cosmology,
ethics, genealogy, and mythology. The Vedas, Puranas, and Upanishads are a few more instances of
such literature. In a narrative told in chronological sequence, the moral order, or dharma, and the
passage of time took precedence over the plot elements. There was some secular historical
understanding, but it wasn't overwhelming. The Itihasa-Purana tradition, royal inscriptions such as
the Prashastis, Buddhist chronicles like as the Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa, and other similar works
all serve to preserve the history of monastic and dynastic institutions. The works of authors like the
12th-century Harshacharita novelist Banabhatta and the historian Kalhana of Rajatarangini provide
early examples of structured historical writing that combines literary beauty with political narration.

During the Middle Ages, a new school of thought emerged in the field of history thanks to Islamic
scholars and royal historians. Persian administrative records, biographies, and chronicles abound in the
collections of the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughal Empire. Among them were the enormous Akbarnama
by Abul Fazl, the Tabagat-i-Nasiri by Minhaj-i-Siraj, and the Tarikh-i-Firuz Shahi by Ziauddin Barani.
Along with them came historians from the Persian-Islamic school of court-sponsored history, who often
served to legitimise dynastic authority by praising rulers' actions, administrative reforms, and advances.
Despite their tendency to glorify the patron kings, these works effectively illuminate the social and
cultural fabric of the time. Temple inscriptions and copper plate awards, two important sources of
southern history, often detail royal achievements, property transactions, and bequests. During the modern
era, particularly under British colonial administration, India saw a turning point in its history. William
Jones, James Mill, and Vincent Smith were among the British authorities and orientalist scholars who
sought to use Eurocentric criteria to categorise Indian culture. James Mill's (1817) History of British
India is illustrative; it divides Indian history into three periods—the Hindu, Muslim, and British—and
this division continues to influence how the general public views Indian history. Also, about this time, a
new wave of Indian nationalist historians began to criticise colonial histories in an effort to reconstruct
India's history from the ground up. Scholars such as R.C. Dutt, K.P. Jayaswal, Jadunath Sarkar, and R.C.
Majumdar were instrumental in providing alternative histories of India that stressed the country's cultural
heritage, resistance to colonisation, and intellectual achievements.

In the years after independence, many schools of critical history developed. These schools included
the Marxist, Subaltern, and Postcolonial schools of thought. Socioeconomic processes, materialist
interpretations, and class relations were central to the work of Marxist historians such as D.D.
Kosambi and Romila Thapar. Subaltern Studies, founded by Ranajit Guha, sought to redress the

IJAMSR 8 (3) March 2025 WWW.ijamsr.com 126



http://www.ijamsr.com/

Vol 8, Issue 3, 2025 Impact Factor: 8.535 DOI: https://doi.org/10.31426/ijamsr.2025.8.3.8122

- International Journal of
— | g— . me - n . o peo
m Advanced Multidisciplinary Scientific Research (IJAMSR) ISSN:2581-4281

imbalance in power in nationalist and colonial historiographies by elevating the voices of everyday
people—farmers, workers, and members of other marginalised communities. By challenging the very
basis of Western historical interpretation, postcolonial scholars such as Dipesh Chakrabarty and
Partha Chatterjee pushed for a decolonised understanding of Indian history and a "provincialisation”
of Europe. The continuous debates that shape contemporary Indian history revolve around questions
of impartiality, ideology, and national identity. The increasing politicisation of popular historical
narratives, especially those coming from the right, has sparked new discussions about historical facts,
methodology, and interpretation. The rich variety of ideas and viewpoints that make up India's
historical heritage has ensured its survival in the face of these challenges. So, from ancient sacred
texts to contemporary critical debates, India's history writing tradition embodies a complicated
combination of ideology, authority, memory, and identity. Each era in India's history offered its own
distinct perspective, set of priorities, and theoretical framework, all of which contributed to shaping
the bigger picture.

Il.  ANCIENT INDIAN HISTORIOGRAPHY: MYTH, MEMORY, AND MORAL
NARRATIVE

One distinctive aspect of ancient Indian history is the incorporation of religious, ethical, and mythological
themes into historical accounts. Not factual proof or chronological order were the intended purposes of
these texts; rather, cosmic principles, social order, and cultural ambitions were to be communicated.

Vedic Literature and Early Historical Consciousness

The Vedas, composed between 1500 and 500 BCE, primarily deal with religious and ceremonial
matters. Allusions to kings, tribes, wars, and social mores show that they were historically aware,
however. In these writings, the writers don't perceive the past in a vacuum, but rather as
manifestations of cosmic law and dharma (righteousness). Poems from the Rigveda that honour
brave deeds and tribal triumphs are an example of how early people remembered the past via poetry.

Epics as Mytho-Historical Narratives

The Ramayana and the Mahabharata are two examples of epic poetry that weave together mythology,
moral precepts, and historical events. Although experts are deeply divided about the epics' historical
accuracy, it is undeniable that they reflect the social and political conditions of ancient India. The epics
do more than only impart moral principles; they also recount legendary events. Over the years, local tales
and family trees have become part of national memory because to the Mahabharata's complex narrative
structure.

The Puranas and Genealogical History

With the goal of preserving religious teachings, cosmologies, mythological histories, and monarch
genealogy, the Puranas are a vast collection of works that were composed and compiled starting in
the third century CE. The legitimacy of ruling dynasties was established in large part by their efforts
in connecting royal families to heroic or celestial ancestors. Whether or whether the Puranas are
historically accurate, they have a huge influence on political philosophy and popular culture.
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Buddhist and Jain Chronicles

Written by Buddhist and Jain communities in tandem with Hindu traditions, histories like Sri Lanka's
Dipavamsa and Mahavamsa provide light on the evolution of Buddhism, the rise of monastic
institutions, and political events from their own vantage points. There is a focus on political history
and moral and spiritual progress in these publications, which often portray monarchs in relation to
their support of religious groups.

Royal Inscriptions and Edicts

Royal edicts and inscriptions are among the earliest physical records of historical events. Among the
most important ancient Indian historical documents are the edicts carved into rocks and pillars all
around Emperor Ashoka's realm in the third century BCE. Administrative affairs, political authority,
and moral precepts based on Buddhist values are chronicled in these inscriptions, which serve as an
official historical record.

Early Historical Chronicles

The seventh-century historian Banabhatta authored Harshacharita, one of the earliest biographies of
Emperor Harsha. In a literary and graceful fashion, it interweaves historical events with poetic
embellishments. Written by Kalhana in the 12th century, Rajatarangini is one of the seminal works
on the history of Kashmir. A more empirical approach to history is initiated by Kalhana's technique,
which involves critically assessing sources and attempting to distinguish between fact and myths.

I1.  MEDIEVAL HISTORIOGRAPHY: ISLAMIC INFLUENCE AND COURT-CENTERED
CHRONICLES

Muslim conquest of India from the 12th to the 18th century CE ushered in a new era of profound change
in Indian historical scholarship. At this period, Persian historiography started to follow a set pattern, with
a focus on political legitimacy, court histories, and biographies of Persian kings and queens.

Persianate Historiography and Court Chronicles

Between the Delhi Sultanate and the Mughal Empire, Persian rose to prominence as both an official
language and a historical language. Persian historians steeped in Islamic tradition chronicled the
reigns, disputes, and rule of Persian kings and queens. These works aimed to legitimise the ruling
families and promote political stability.

Works of note including:

« Anaccount of the early Islamic sultans of India and the Delhi Sultanate from the 13th-century
Tabagat-i Nasiri, written by Minhaj-i-Siraj.

e Ziauddin Barani's Tarikh-i-Firuz Shahi, a book on the Delhi Sultanate's political philosophy
and administration.

e The vast court chronicle of Emperor Akbar's reign, Akbarnama, written by Abu'l-Fazl in the
16th century, combines administrative detail with cultural insights.
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These historians would plagiarise official documents, first-hand anecdotes, and propaganda in order to
write client-serving histories. These texts are invaluable for reconstructing mediaeval Indian history,
biases aside.

Indigenous Sources: Temple Inscriptions and Local Histories

Copper plate grants, prashastis, and temple inscriptions were as significant as Persian chronicles when it
came to recording Native American history. These records often detailed the accomplishments of local
rulers, donations to temples, and land concessions. They are complementary to one another and are
especially helpful for topics that court chronicles fail to cover.

Biographies and Hagiographies

Mediaeval biographies and hagiographies also detailed the lives of saints, Sufi mystics, and regional
heroes. By fusing historical accounts with spiritual concepts, these publications helped to pass along
religious ideals with historical memory. The rich cultural tapestry of mediaeval India is reflected in them.

Characteristics and Limitations

Characteristics of mediaeval historiography include:

« A strong focus on political legitimacy and dynastic continuity.
« Patronage influencing the content and tone of histories.
« An increasing sophistication in narrative style and use of official records.

The aristocratic and court-centric nature of these writings means that the perspectives of oppressed
groups and common people are often absent.

IV. COLONIAL AND NATIONALIST HISTORIOGRAPHY: CONTESTING NARRATIVES

When the British conquered Indian history in the 18th and 19th centuries, the field underwent a dramatic
transformation. The arrival of European academic practices and ideas is to blame for this.

Colonial Historiography: Eurocentric and Paternalistic Narratives

British officials and Orientalist scholars wanted to grasp Indian history using Western historiography
approaches including empiricism, chronology, and categorisation. However, their evaluations were
influenced by imperial aspirations and racial preconceptions.

Important aspects of the study of colonial history are:

¢ In his seminal work History of British India (1817), James Mill famously proposed dividing Indian
history into three separate periods: the Hindu, Muslim, and British. For the sake of this clarity, the
intricate interconnections and continuity across time periods were often ignored.

e The belief that the British should step in and modernise India, and the representation of India as a
dependent colony;

e The preponderance of written sources over popular memory and oral traditions;

e The superstition and stagnation in Indian culture caused by this attitude.
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While orientalists like William Jones and Vincent Smith advanced our understanding of Indian
history, literature, and language, they also served to perpetuate colonial prejudices via their writings.

Indian Nationalist Historiography: Reclaiming the Past

Academics and indigenous people in India began to rediscover their history after colonial accounts
minimised the country's political complexity and ancient cultural treasures. A shared objective of this
nationalist past was the promotion of Indian solidarity and pride in opposition to colonial dominance.
Notable historians who have nationalist views include:

e R.C. Dutt, who critiqued colonial distortions and highlighted India’s economic and cultural
decline as a consequence of British policies.

e Jadunath Sarkar, noted for his detailed studies of Mughal history, especially Aurangzeb’s
reign, offering nuanced interpretations that challenged simplistic colonial judgments.

e K.P. Jayaswal and R.C. Majumdar, who emphasized India’s classical heritage and the
continuity of civilization.

Historians who identified as nationalist also constructed narratives of resistance and sovereignty
through which they could politically mobilise their audiences.

Contestations and Legacy

While colonial narratives attempt to justify imperialism, nationalist narratives of India's past aim to
reassert pride and autonomy. These historiographical traditions have had and will continue to have an
effect on how the general people and academics see India's history.

V. POST-INDEPENDENCE HISTORIOGRAPHY: MARXIST, SUBALTERN, AND
POSTCOLONIAL INTERVENTIONS

After India's independence in 1947, the field of historiography began to include a wider range of
perspectives and methods, moving away from nationalist frameworks.

Marxist Historiography

Three Marxist historians—D.D. Kosambi, Romila Thapar, and Irfan Habib—took a materialist and
class-conscious approach to studying India's past, focussing on the country's social and economic
structures and production techniques. What they meant was:

e How changes in society were influenced by economic exploitation and class strife.
o Workers, peasants, and other downtrodden groups played an important role in resistance
activities.

e Assessment of colonial capitalism and wars for control of territories.

Marxist history posed a challenge to prevailing cultural and political narratives by introducing a
rigors analytical framework.
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Subaltern Studies

The Subaltern Studies Group was founded in the 1980s by Ranajit Guha and others with the goal of
giving voice to historically oppressed communities, such as tribals, peasants, and workers who had
been disregarded by colonialists and elite nationalists. This business:

o Discussed the skewed perspective in traditional histories.

o Explored concepts of rebellion, typical methods of protest, and other dynamics of power.

o Reimagined past events, such the Indian Rebellion of 1857, from the perspective of
historically under-represented groups.

Subaltern studies altered historiographical discourse by democratising historical narratives.

Postcolonial Critigues

Postcolonial scholars such as Dipesh Chakrabarty and Partha Chatterjee, who questioned the intrinsic
universality of Western historical frameworks, were staunch advocates of the "provincialising
Europe" movement. What they meant was:

e The intellectual and cultural traditions of India are essential to comprehending its past.

e Critics pointed to colonial epistemologies that depicted Indian civilisation as static and
primitive.

e Creating hybrid identities in the context of plural modernity.

Through postcolonial interventions, the associated colonial legacies in knowledge production and
representational politics are illuminated.

Contemporary Challenges

There are ongoing debates in post-independence historiography over the politicisation of history,
ideological biases in historical interpretation, and the rise of new political forces such as nationalism
and identity politics.

VI. CONCLUSION

India has a lengthy tradition of historiography, which is a reflection of the country's rich cultural and
intellectual legacy. Historians in India have long worked to supplement poetic and religious tales
with more objective, fact-checked studies of the country's history. When it came to recording
political events and the achievements of royal families, mediaeval chroniclers, impacted by Islam,
used more formal procedures, in contrast to the moral and myth-based historiography prevalent in
ancient India. Despite the Eurocentric biases of the new scientific rigour that arose under colonial
authority, indigenous and nationalist groups in India sought to reclaim and rewrite their nation's
history. Marxist, Subaltern, and Postcolonial critiques helped to undercut existing authority and
provide a voice to marginalised people after India attained independence, leading to an even more
diverse area of Indian history. This evolution shows that Indian historical philosophy is ever-
evolving and relevant to contemporary issues of identity, politics, and legacy. Amidst ideological
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conflicts and methodological advances, the field of Indian history is coming to terms with its own
diverse and resilient self-understanding. This demonstrates that chronicling India's history goes
beyond just documenting events; it seeks to establish an eternal bond with the very soul of a people.
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