Three Day National Seminar on “Rethinking History of Punjab: the Indian

Civilisational Context’> at the I1AS, Shimla from 05 to 07 March 2024

Theme-Note

The purpose of this discussion is to argue that locating the history of Punjab in the period of the
origin of its name Punjab only, will deprive it of its history in entirety. The name Punjab determines
the political boundaries of the place and hence it becomes difficult to explore or talk about the
ancient history of Punjab within these defined political boundaries. Punjab belonged to the same
territory even before its present naming, but its scope was much wider. Known for its seven or more
rivers, this region was known as Sapta-Sindhava in the vocabulary or dialect of its inhabitants and
is also mentioned in Vedic texts. In this sense, the history of the Punjab goes back thousands of
years. But those ancient sources of history have been excluded from the category of authentic
sources of modern historiography. To disregard those sources as evidence and, on this basis, to
dismiss the history of the time as fiction would be tantamount to turning a blind eye to the historical
heritage of the Punjab. We are currently experiencing the consequences of such practices.

The available history books on Punjab have largely ignored the ancient aspect of this land
and civilisation on the grounds of non-availability of reliable and authentic archeological and
material evidences. Historiography in the recent times has now started acknowledging the oral and
literary texts to reconstruct the ancient history of India. Earlier ancient Indian texts like Rigveda,
Ramayana, Mahabharat, Puranas, etc., were proclaimed as mere epical and imaginative stories only
and these sources were never considered credible for any history writings. Now the multi-
disciplinary approach to cross-examine the textual evidences with geology, hydrology, climatology,
astronomy etc., has paved the way to rethink over the history writing mechanism and Indian way of
recording and narrating history as Itihasa.

Itihasa is a living history since we are still practicing past traditions and carrying the
knowledge in and as Smritis.When we talk about Ancient Indian history, we may not get the
archeological evidence or other historiographical material for certain reasons to narrate our past but
we definitely have a profound living history and oldest living civilization without any major rupture
till now. We are continuously living our present with our oldest socio-cultural traditional past. It
requires no other methodological guarantee to prove that our History is not merely based on Epics,
allegedly false stories. An evident living being does not require any evidence to prove that he is
alive. Similarly, our living history does not require any archeological proof that it does not exist
otherwise. History does not speak without narration. It uses narrative to describe and analyze a

sequence of past events, and interrogate the cause and effect that are related to them. Mere
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chronology of events cannot constitute history because selecting and arranging any chronology of
events is not free from ideological viewpoints and power play. History is constituted from a certain
perspective based on hegemonic political ideas that is why the available history of the last two
centuries of Punjab fails to provide a clearer picture of its identity. Reclaiming one‘s own part of
history is also not free from any ideological positions and political consciousness. The basic process
of writing history is connected with narration. It is necessary to create a narrative to present events,
objects and facts, only then can it become a part of written history. It also means that the process of
writing history can be influenced by a particular point of view at a particular time and place. The
society defines its identity with the help of historical narratives. If we understand the concept of
Itihas (History) in its own tradition without inducing the norms of western categories of history,
only then a clearer picture can be constructed from the readings of a region‘s folklore (myths,
legends, epics) and other literary texts.

Major ill effect of western influence over historiography in the post-colonial period is, the
representation of history of the sub-continent on communal and sectarian lines which is a wilful
misconstruction. It can also be easily traced in the divisive policies and designs of imperial
power.Here it is important to mention the influence of colonialism and post-colonialism in the
presentation of history in modern times. Intending to rule India for a longer time, the British
imperial rulers decided to use history to influence the society and culture of India. In this
connection it is pertinent to mention the resolution of Lord Macaulay dated 2 February 1835, when
it introduced the English-based educational policy in India, which began to change the social and
cultural consciousness of the Indian people. The aim of this policy was to make the Indian people
feel inferior and to establish the superiority of English culture. Under this policy, the Western
principles of acquiring knowledge began to be imposed. With this policy, Indian culture was
attacked so severely that people began to break away from their traditional heritage of knowledge.
Our ancient historical sources 'Ramayana’ and '‘Mahabharata' were also confined to the category of
Epic and fiction while the tradition of writing history in the genre of epic poetry is very old. The
same thing happened after the independence of India when the consciousness of freedom from the
mental slavery of colonialism came but the grip of English educational policy remained strong.
Consciousness about history is very important in the formation of any nation. More ancient and
extensive is the history, deeper and stronger are the foundations of the nation. This is even more
important for a diverse country like India because it is not only the land of the world's oldest
civilization but also the oldest and living civilization.

The main objective of rethinking the past is to create a better understanding of history for
realising Punjabi culture and its social history rooted in Indic civilisation. The process of re-

interpreting folklore and other written narratives for representing various aspects of society
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differently has gained impetus since the emergence of New Critical thoughts. In the post-colonial
period and conceptualisation of Post-colonialism, every intellectual arena of knowledge has
acquired a different perception of looking at the past. In the present time, the most important and
relevant thematic paradigm of ’orality and literature ‘is of re-telling history from a renewed
perspective. For this purpose, it is important to Rethink on the History of Punjab for consciously
deconstructing myths and past narratives.lt is very interesting to observe that even in this ongoing
process, paradoxically, the very deep imbibed characteristics of Punjab and Punjabi community are
re-emerging profoundly, without any prejudices of race, caste, religion and other sectarian divides.
Understanding and rethinking the history of Punjab from the civilisational context of this
geographical region may provide a different perspective to look at the social, cultural and political
issues related to the identities. Understanding of the core factors of identities may contribute to
deciding upon the claimants of this geo-political region and create some kind of belongingness for
this land, which actually represents the identity of one of the oldest living civilisations called Indus-

Saraswati civilization.
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