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ABSTRACT 
 

Ranajit Guha's Italian Memorial lectures collected in "History at the 

Limits of World History" is both a message and a manoeuver. The message is 

about the truth claims of History that Guha establishes as untenable. He achieves 

this end by performing a deft polemical manoeuver using archival material to 

justify T.S. Eliot's idea that History has "many cunning passages." To prove his 

point Guha exposes the historical judgement of Hegel with respect to India- No 

prose, so, no history- as harsh, unfounded and irrational. Further, Guha prepares 

the ground for the writer who uses history to move from Historiography to 

Historicality. The deliberate inaccuracies that Rushdie uses in "Midnight's 

Children" and Tagore's transformation of quotidian events into pregnant literary 

moments are elucidated to suggest the province of historicality. The argument in 

the essay is built on the Freudian idea that obtains in "Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle" about the child's game of 'the mother's disappearance' and 'her return." 

The writer who deploys historical material in fiction is not writing history but 

creating a fictional narrative that is historical in appearance. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

When Ranajit Guha decided to collect his Italian Academy Lectures as 

History at the Limits of World History in 2002, he chose these lines from T.S. 

Eliot’s “Gerontion” to serve as his epigraph.  No one dared challenge Eliot’s 

views for he was the Grand Panjandrum to his constituency of letters : his own 

Wasteland passed off as the official evaluation of world history.  Guha revisits 

Eliot for the beguiling past-ness of History and for its rather disturbing presence 

in the affairs of literature.  The phrase “cunning passages,” is as relevant today 

as it was in the time of Eliot though we would read different passages today or 

read them differently and reach a rare unanimity in our times to say that, indeed, 

the corridors of History are “contrived.”  These corridors connect the disciplines 

of History and Literature conjuring expectations about the shape of Truth and 

the understanding of Life.  And for some time now, the Humanities have been 

witnessing a sibling rivalry which has divided the house between the claims of 

History to be acknowledged as a more reliable account of life and those of 

Literature, the Novel, particularly, to be “the one bright book of life (Lodge 

1985, p. 133).”  What has made navigating difficult in this climate of mutual 

distrust is the Historian’s complaint against the novelist as one who 

irresponsibly manipulates the disciplinary boundaries and turns History to 

Fiction.  The novelist is waiting to hang the tag of the unreliable witness on the 

Historian who, ostensibly, serves Truth while at the same time nursing covert 

agendas.   

The significance of Guha’s lectures for the literary theorist lies in the 

deftness with which he mediates between History and Literature in order to 

emphasize “the mutual permeability of the literary and the historical.”  The 

critical thinking during the Post-war years has been driven by language:  as 

vehicle, as metaphor, as the informing image, as both a sub-text of most 

discursive formations as well as the meta-narrative that defines the very limit of 
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our intellectual operations.  The consciousness of language and the language of 

consciousness intersect in the Humanities impacting both History and Literature 

considerably with implications for the way the Novel appropriates History as 

much as the way in which History, in spite of itself, collapses into the world of 

fiction.  Allow me to posit here a piece of history which is as much a piece of 

fiction to demonstrate how fragile plausibility is and how this factor influences 

us in quite radical ways as we examine the fault line running between History 

and the Novel.   

The scene is the World Cup Semi-Final. The year: 1986.  Argentina vs 

England.  With Peter Shilton, a Goliath of a goalkeeper, the English felt secure.  

There was no way the diminutive Maradona, with a resemblance to the biblical 

David, was going to penetrate the impregnable fortress the English had  erected.  

On that fateful day, Maradona scored two goals: the first one, evading  7 

defenders, he found the back of the net after, finally, dodging Peter Shilton.  The 

second goal was, imaginatively, called the “Hand-of-God goal.”  Maradona was 

to explain, later: the Hand of God and the Head of Maradona.  With a lakh 

spectators watching that match- their eyes enlarged, saucer-like, and a billion 

more watching that match on Television – live – what made history was not the 

recovery of truth and the redemption of History-as-witness, but the sleight-of-

hand of, arguably, the greatest artist to have played on the football field.  The 

first goal of Maradona is History, in spite of the fiction-like wizardry that felled 

every English player.  The second goal of Maradona is Literature, in spite of the 

fact that he got away with the act of supplanting the head with his hand, the 

actual foul with the fictional fair.  Those two goals also fetched two kinds of 

victories: the first, the victory of Maradona over every individual who kicked a 

football and the second, the victory of Argentina over England: The semi-final 

symbolizes the victory of the Individual as well as that of the nation and the 

common denominator in both the victories is, Maradona. 
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What Ranajit Guha does is to analyze the tenuous relationship between 

History and Literature and his trajectory in the lectures from historiography to 

historicality is a delicate manoeuvre that shows how the mutual  permeability of 

History and Literature can be creatively approached.  In fact, it begins with the 

muscular rationality with which he challenges the way certain Historical 

pronouncements have been received and moves, ever so gracefully, towards the 

apprehension of the historical in the fictional.  Freud in Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle (2003) talks about the child who utters “a loud, long-drawn-out ‘o-o-o-

o sound, which .   . . .stood for fort (gone)”  to enact the “disappearance of the 

mother” and, later, joyfully utters “da”  to enact her reappearance.  Freud’s 

evaluation of the “disappearance-reappearance scenario”  (132) is that the 

mother’s departure must be re-enacted as a “precondition for her happy return, 

and that the latter event was its real purpose. (132)” Guha enacts the 

disappearance of the Hegelian idea of “World History” without completely 

denying history and then enacts its return through the creative re-appropriation 

in Literature.   

HISTORY AT THE LIMITS OF WORLD HISTORY CARRIES A 
DEDICATION   

 
To the memory of Ramram Basu who introduced modern 

historiography in Bangla, his native language, by a work published two hundred 
years ago. 

  
Ramram Basu is a kind of Maradona figure whose Raja Pratapaditya 

Caritra is crucial in redeeming the constructed image of India from the 

pontifical imperiousness with which she was banished by Hegel.  When Hegel 

looms, Goliath like on the firmament of historiography, there is no way, Guha 

can penetrate the defences unless there is the proverbial “hand-of-God.”  Guha 

pulls out of the archives, Ramram Basu, which leaves Hegel completely 

outplayed. One must acknowledge the value of an archive, at this juncture.  

Without these repositories of knowledge, there is very little to prevent the 
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Master-Slave paradigm coming into play where the dominant voice quickly 

seizes the right to rule a territory and overrule ideas by the force of a cunning 

argument. Guha, more than any one, is convinced that but for Ramram Basu, we 

would still be in a state of intellectual exile.   

Personally, Guha’s manner of confronting Hegel holds a two-fold 

significance.  First, it is an instance of a member of the subject nation engaging a 

mighty institution of Western history.  Second, the gains from this campaign 

enable Literature through a fresh infusion of self-assurance and can do.  The 

second outcome interests me more as I constantly face a professional demand to 

read texts and be able to talk about cultural transactions without causing much 

disparagement to any camp.  Moreover, I have always found it impossible to 

decide how much of the historian’s methods are adequate for the mediation with 

novels by say, Chinua Achebe, Rushdie, Kundera, Marquez, Pamuk.  The novel 

has graduated these days beyond the stage of a casual fling with history and 

gone even beyond the stage of a serious affair.  We are probably witnessing the 

novel settling into a long relationship.  Even in the best of times partners in a 

relationship have, often, gone through the ritual of weighing the amount of love 

each has for the other.   

Rushdie writes about an encounter with “an irate and shiny headed 

gentleman in Bangalore,” sometime after Midnight’s Children was published 

and the novel was caught in the energetic polyphony of public reaction.  The 

encounter is narrated by Rushdie in “ ‘Errata’: Or, Unreliable Narration in 

Midnight’s Children.” Ganesha, the elephant-headed Hindu god is made to serve 

Valmiki in the writing of the Ramayana while the myth says that Ganesha was 

Vyasa’s amanuensis for the composition of the Mahabharata.  The anger of the 

reader at the site of inaccuracy becomes a gesture of reproach towards an act of 

subterfuge.  It implies that Rushdie was not sufficiently responsible in deploying 

his material, which, in the present context, though mythological, invokes the 

same degree of responsibility that the reader would invest in the context of a 
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historical fact.  Rushdie’s trademark cheekiness was met thus: “If you’re going 

to use Hindu traditions in your story, Mr. Rushdie, .  .  . don’t you think you 

could take the trouble to look it up? (23)” 

Some of us, among the millions who watched Maradona, may have 

asked the referee why he did not heed the warning of the Line Referee, why he 

did not “take the trouble to look it up?”  Many of us, who have read Hegel’s 

Lectures on the Philosophy of World History, have read him with deference to 

have even harboured the slightest suspicion of his intention.  Rushdie’s deferred 

reaction to the gentleman from Bangalore and several questions about the 

shibboleth of credibility, is as follows: “When I first found out my error I was 

upset and tried to have it corrected.  Now I’m not so sure.  The mistake feels 

more and more like Saleem’s; its wrongness feels right. (23)”  When Ranajit 

Guha revisits Hegel, he is able to uncover in the latter’s idea of “World History” 

a rationally contrived sleight of hand which he was not prepared to accept as 

fair.  He approaches the argument with the same intellectual rigour with which 

India was banished: First, using the Renaissance formula of no writing and 

hence no history and later, Hegel’s modification with no state and so, no history.  

If one goes by Walter Mignolo’s The Darker Side of the Renaissance (1995) it 

becomes a frightful situation as on the “epistemic spreadsheet” of Europe 

“people without history were inferior human beings” (127).  

Even as Guha goes to work on the microphysics of the Hegelian idea of 

“World History”,  he makes a passing reference to another contemporary of  the 

German philosopher, a proper Englishman who holds the most influential by-

line for Liberty – Stuart Mill who was to declare with the condescension of the 

coloniser that Indian history is a “highly interesting portion of British history.”  

He has served a veiled judgement by dichotomising what Barbara Tuchman calls 

“the practice of history”: The serious business of historiography reflected in the 

major portion of British history while the amusing Indian portion with its 

baggage of myths and traditions is at best a digression from the rigors of 



26        Vinod Balakrishnan 

historiography.  At least Hegel was willing to see India as “rich in spiritual 

achievements of a truly profound quality” with its “ancient religious books and 

splendid works of poetry, . . .also ancient books of law.”   

It is only with respect to the rules for admission to “World History” that 

he declares that India “does not have a history.”  By 1830, Hegel had completed 

his Second Draft of the Lectures on the Philosophy of History without revising 

the rules he had laid, earlier, and India failed to satisfy them.  The first was “the 

Prose of the World” in which India was known to be deficient with recognition 

accorded only to her poets and in the evolutionary logic of language that the 

European mind privileged, poetry came before prose – was considered a 

rudimentary stage of language, even, reflective of language’s sterility thanks to 

the interventions of Giambatista Vico and Condillac.  So, in spite of all her 

achievements in religion, poetry and law India was seen to lack the language of 

prose. As the farther stage in the evolution, prose was seen to be capable of 

possessing Spirit (Geist) that “indivisible totality that comes to know itself and 

achieve self-consciousness” (14).  The second condition was “the Prose of 

History” which was determined by statism.  India, was not a political state and 

as the subject of the imperial state did not have the statist credentials.  And 

Hegel had convinced the Eurocentric world that the identity of a state was 

essential for admittance into the comity of “World History.” 

This two-fold denial causes Guha to configure a program for the Indian 

intellectual “to try and recover their past by means of an Indian historiography 

of India.”  The process demonstrated by Guha resembles the child’s game of 

“disappearance of the mother” that creates the need to enact the game of “the 

return of the mother.”  A certain idea of history and historiography that is pre-

disposed to exclude India is against the ethos of a country which has nurtured 

the value of tolerance and  possessed a capacity to receive from every source of 

knowledge borne by the upanishadic dictum: aa no bhadrah kratavo yantu 

vishwatah – Let noble thoughts come to us from all parts of the world.  The 
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spirit to receive is reflected in Raja Rao’s historic manifesto for the Indian writer 

in English.  In the Preface to Kanthapura (1937) written about a hundred years 

after Hegel’s publication of the revised Philosophy of History, and republished 

under a more evocative title, The Meaning of India (2007), Raja Rao writes: 

“We cannot write like the English.  We should not.  We cannot write only as 

Indians.  We have grown to look at the large world as a part of us” (196).   

In 1830, while Hegel still clung to the theory – no state, no history – he 

was not aware that his theory was defeated more than a quarter century back.  In 

a lesser known town in Bengal called Srirampur, in 1801, a junior pundit was 

commissioned by William Carey of Fort William College, under the English 

East India Company, to compose the history of one of the Indian kings.  Writing 

to another Englishman called Rothman, Carey (the English missionary in service 

of the Lord, the Queen and the truth) admits that Ramram Basu’s Raja 

Pratapaditya Caritra  is “an authentic history of the government of Bengal from 

the beginning of the reign of Achber to the end of that of Johangeer” (11).  

Later, in another letter to Ryland, Carey writes about the forthcoming 

publication of Basu’s book as “the first prose book ever written in the Bengali 

language” (11).  By dismissing the first denial as founded on insufficient 

grounds for making a serious judgement, Guha achieves a victory for Indian 

historiography and stakes a claim to admittance into World History.  But this 

time, Guha asks for the shifting of the goal posts.  He draws attention to the 

qualifier, “World” which in the rigorous application of the Hegelian conditions, 

ironically, excludes continents and populations thus falsifying its core 

significance.  Hence, the need to enact the disappearance of one idea of “World 

History” and construct another idea of “world history” with the semantic 

territory of “world” and “history”  expanded to accommodate the mind of the 

Indian writer who stands at the point of intersection between the language of 

consciousness (History) and the consciousness of language (Literature). 
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Like the child that moves towards the second part of the game – the 

mother’s return – Guha embarks on recovering history.  But he chooses the 

terms on which that recovery will be made.  Not on the historian’s terms any 

longer for it distracts one into the narrow specialism of historiography.   It can 

no longer be a mere theory that fuels an anxiety about limits and boundaries.  

We would rather recover history that allows for what Raja Rao calls, “look[ing] 

at the larger world.”  Guha invokes another Bengali text, Sahitya Aitihasikata by 

Rabindranath Tagore which was published in 1941.  The title holds the twin 

aspirations: sahitya (literature) and itihas (history).  Guha’s translation of the 

title reads “Historicality in Literature.”  Now historicality is not the same as 

historiography.  Most dictionaries privilege the latter and when one keys 

historicality the internet takes them instantly to historiography as if that is the 

determined goal of anyone who wishes to look at the larger world.  How can one 

imagine the expanding of the semantic space of “world” and “history” by 

confining to historiography?  That is possible only when one approaches history 

creatively and with the mission of recovering from it all that will enable us to be 

legitimately admitted into the Humanities.  So, how do we approach history 

creatively? How do we choose from the material of history?  How do we turn 

from historiography to historicality? 

Guha contextualizes the problem thus: Knowledge driven by 

hegemonic positions, which is often the case with colonisers, bring practices that 

are determined to keep the narratologies of the colonised in subject positions and 

appropriated with the intention of consolidating dominance and, in the case of 

England vis-a-vis India, it is what Guha calls “a dominance without hegemony” 

where the colony colludes with the coloniser in the project of cultural 

transactions.  It calls for enormous creative and critical energies to recognize the 

gestures of complicity that have undermined indigenous voices and identities.  

How historicality can help in the recovery of territories conceded to the 

rampaging thrusts of historiography with overt and, sometimes subtle, agendas is 
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by making strategic assertions at the point of intersection between History and 

Literature.  Guha invokes Tagore, for the symbolic value he holds for the 

creative writer for whom the creative recovery of History through Literature is 

an act of assertion that calls for the courage of conviction.  Milan Kundera, 

making a case for the Novel as the fittest vehicle to carry out the negotiation 

between History and Literature articulates this point of intersection as a 

possibility beyond sibling rivalry thus: 

To my mind, great works can only be born within the history of their art 

and as participants in  that history.  

It is only inside history that we can see what is new and what is 

repetitive, what is discovery and what is imitation; in other words, only inside 

history can a work exist as a value  capable of being discerned and judged.(18) 

Tagore, speaking to Buddhadev Basu and through him to the younger 

generation of Bengali writers, does not speak exactly like Kundera.  He spoke as 

an Indian writer from within his consciousness – “I have settled this debate 

[between History and Literature] – in my own heart where I am nothing but a 

poet” (96).  However, he evinces an equal intensity to confront the issue and 

describe the expanded territory of recovered history through historicality.  And 

when Tagore is done talking about the creative process he returns to the point 

where Kundera locates himself as a novelist actively engaging History.   

Tagore refers to three events that happened in the quotidian space 

which aggregates to become history:  First, the glimpse of the first light of day 

on the trembling coconut fronds that made the dewdrops burst into glitter.  

Second, on returning from school one evening he beholds a dark blue cumulus 

suspended high above the third storey of his house.  Third, quoted here:  

Once after school I saw a most amazing spectacle from our western 

verandah.  A donkey – not one of those donkeys manufactured by British 

imperial policy but the animal that had always  belonged to our own society and 
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has not changed in its ways since the beginning of time – one   such 

donkey had come up from the washermen’s quarters and was grazing on the 

grass while a cow fondly licked its body.  (97) 

Tagore, self-consciously, makes the separation between the “field of 

creativity [in which] Rabindranath has been entirely alone and tied to no public 

by history” and the public field of history in which “he was there merely as a 

British subject” but not as Rabindranath himself.  He elaborates the creative 

gesture thus: “The creator gathers some of the material for his creation from 

historical narratives and some from his social environment.  But the material by 

itself does not make him a creator.  It is by putting it to use that he expresses 

himself as a creator” (98).  He admits that he has “not been able to put the entire 

history of ...[his] life in words” (99).   To him that history is of no consequence.  

His points to his “atma” that assimilates to its work the multifarious spectacles 

of the world with which he can “try and highlight only the history which is 

piloted  by man-as-creator towards the Magnum that lies beyond history and is 

at the very centre of the human soul” (99).  This is the call of Tagore to the 

creative writers as well as of Guha to the historians for a “creative engagement 

with the past as a story of man’s being in the everyday world” (6).  The recovery 

of history through the historicality of literature of which the Novel is its 

principal form supplants an idea of “World History” with an even more 

expanded territory of the atma of the creative writer who has “grown to look at 

the large world as a part of us.” 
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