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About Us

Culture matters. And thasto matter in India, with its diverse languages, dialects, regions and
communities; its rich range of voices from the mainstream and the peripheries.

This was the starting point f@suftugu(www.guftugu.in, a quarterly gournal of poetry, prose,
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programmes. The aim of the journal is to publish, with universal acog@g®e, the best works

by Indian cultural practitioners in a place where they need not fear intimidation or irrational
censorship, or be excluded by the profit demands of the marketplace. Such an inclusive
platform sparks lively dialogue on literary andtistic issues that demand discussion and
debate.

The guiding spirit of the journal is that culture must have many narratives from many different
voices ¢ from the established to the marginal, from the conventional to the deeply
experimental.

To sum up ouvision:

Whatever our language, genre or medium, we will freely use our imagination to produce what
we see as meaningful for our times. We insist on our freedom to speak and debate without
hindrance, both to each other and to our readers and audience. hegebut in different
voices, we will interpret and reinterpret the past, our common legacy of contesting narratives;
and debate on the present through our creative work.
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From the Editors

Photos by Githa a_fiha;r‘n

You who have wronged the simple man
Burstingintof | dzZ3 KGSNJ & KAa &dzFFSNAy3AX
Do not feel safe. The poet remembers.
You may kill hing a new one is born
Deeds and talks will be recorded
Czeslaw Milosz

Over the last year, we have seen a churning in campuses, from the Film and Television Institute
(FTI) inPune to the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) in Chennai. Fhealified Gajendra
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[ KIFdzKFy 61 & FLIWRAYGSR [/ KIFIANXYIY 2F GKS C¢LLZ
appointment was ruthlessly suppressed. The ban on the Pefiggredkar Study Ciee at IIT

Chennai was directly imposed by the HRD ministry. This was part of a pattern of official
NBalLlyasSa G2 addzRSydaQ ljdSaadgAaz2yAiay3d GKS &l FFN
pattern to curb their right to criticise the institutions andaety they are part of.

Next, the cultural, academic and scientific communities spoke up, with large numbers of
writers, academics, artists, filmmakers and scientists issuing statements and returning their
state awards in protest against the increaswigtimisation of minorities, and the crushing of
dissent.

¢CKS OKdzNYyAy3 O2yiAydzSa GKA& &@SIENX»P ¢KS ! YOSR]
Hyderabad was attacked by the BJP student wing, the ABVP, with the strong support of the
local BJP MP andhé concerned minister. This led to the suspension and ostracism of dalit
research scholars. The suicide of one of these research scholars, Rohith Vemula, brought centre
stage the continuing castikased discrimination in our society in general, and in alucational
AyauAailddziaAzya Ay LINLAOdzZ N Ly | Y2@Ay3 SGGS
GNRAGOGSNI ! GNAGSNI 2F A0ASyOSz tA1S /FNI {IF3lIyX

dzi GKAA A& SKFG GKA&a FTALANRY3IZ &@SENYyAy3d @é2dzy
was reduced to his immediate identity and nearest possibility. To a vote. To a number. To a
thing. Never was a man treated as a mind. As a glorious thing made up of star dust. In every
FASEIRYS Ay aiddzRASas Ay aidNBSiaz Ay LRfAGAOAT |

Ga& OANILK Aa Yeé FlLialt OOARSYyi(dzZ¢ oNRBOIS w2KAOGK
to live up to our Constitution that promises all Indian citizens equal rights.

The government and its Hindutvavadi friends have been anxious to downpsajnthctment.

They quibbled about whether Rohith was dalit or backward caste. (It was reminiscent of the
jdzAoof Ay3 | 02dzi 6KSGKSNI AG ¢l a o0SST 2N Ydzidzy
was lynched.)

But Rohith was not so easily forgotten. Nott & (G KS &G3INI YR RSaAadye 2F A
GKS ARSI 2F LYRAI (GKA& ylraAaz2yQa YIFI{SNE KI @S f
increasingly being heard is azaagifreedom ¢ freedom from caste, communalism, gender
discrimination and capitam.

In an effort to draw attention away from the caste issue, the right wing took up one more mode

2F LGOI O1Y AYLRAAY3T | yIENNRgS SEOfdzaA2Yy |l NBE F2
event in Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), Delhi, stiglevdre detained on the basis of

doctored videos, and the entire academic community was vilified in a variety of ways.
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The students are now out on bail, though the judge who granted student Kanhaiya Kumar bail
aL21S 2F (GKSAN FNB &t néeded lrgeht trdatinent. Thé ptidhdinSreaged ¢ (1 K
with the release of Kanhaiya Kumar who spoke powerfully for the young and the marginalised
people of this country. Teachers and students of the university organised ebpediking series

2 T Xy G0 hafiohadism 2nd freedom. More recently, students Anirban Bhattacharya and

Umar Khalid have vowed not to accept the report of thecalled HigH_evel Enquiry

/| 2YYAGGSS SKAOK F2dzyR GKSY a3dzaf e 2F @Azt GA
20 students have been charged with violation of rules, five students have been charged with
sedition for burning the Manusmriti, the text that legitimises the Varna system. (The Hindu
Mahasabha activists who burnt the Indian Constitution and observed Refubli@ | & | &R
RFe¢ fAGBS FNBS 27¥ KINRXREt QN AC K IRy IS8 KI &
the fire, much like the return of the vicious Appa Rao as VC to the University of Hyderabad.

The fire has spread to many other educational insidtas in the country, and the government

will find it hard to douse this uncompromising battle for academic freedom. The ABVP has
already declared its next targets: Aligarh Muslim University and the Tata Institute of Social
Sciences, Bombay. This followe takeoverof all public cultural institutions, the latest being

IGNCA, by RSS nominees.
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The issues at stake are many: the continuing discrimination against Dalits in institutions of
education; the bullying versions of nationalism and patriotism; délieonomy of universities;

the secular character of public institutions; the sanctity of the Indian Constitution; and the
fA0SNIf OKFNIYOGSNI 2F LYRAFY RSY2ON}Oéd LYRAIQ
dissent despite certain periods of \eolt conflict.

Here are the dangers we are now facing:
1 The nation is identified with the government in power, and defined by its ideology and
NBf A3A2dza AYOf Ayl A2y d | ye2yS gK2 ljdzSaildAizy
1 Even those in power openly challenge tGonstitution.
1T ¢KS {GFGS AYyUiSNBSySa RANBOGEEe Ay | yYADGSNRERAIL
1 Dissent is perceived as heresy and sedition, and public institutions taken over by those
without merit because they believe in a militant Hindutva ideology.

Thesearesymptotn 2F ¢gKI G0 | YOSOEBORDE: Ok BRY & NIl KA
G20KSNAY3IE YR RSY2yAaAyad YAY2NRGASEATZ aSSAy
hatred of reason and democracy. It is a matter of pride for us that the academicudtoudat
communities are boldly confronting this growing fascism. We salute our students, the sons and
daughters of this nation, who have not fought shy of being in the front ranks.

O
3

K. Satchidanandan
Githa Hariharan
Mala Dayal

April 2016

8| Page



When Women Playhe Ghatam

Go

GALLERY
GUFTUGU

e ea——
————————————
I A0Aft FNRY GKS @ARS2 W+xARdzZAKA {dzllyeél wkY3a2LIlt I yR
Guftugu in guftugu.in.

A Breakthrough in Music Practice

Subiject tothe politics ofpatriarchy andhierarchy, the female artist anthe ghatam have had
interconnected histories. Carnatic music as a gendered space was one of the key outcomes of
the antinautch and nationalist movements that intensified between 1928 and 1947.

These movements sanitised and classicised Carnatic mugiatedr strictures around its
transmission and performance, and formulated and formalised certain societal values and
stereotypes, especially those concerning women. It soon became common practice for girls
from upper castes to be trained in singing or ptaymelodic instruments like the veena, violin
or flute, while percussion, almost exclusively, became a male domain. Since then, there have
been spaces where women are not allowed; spaces where women percussionists are not
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allowed; and spaces where the ghat is not allowed. Therefore, in a context like this, to be a
woman ghatam player is to be doubly marginalised.

.dzi £ SG dza FANRG €221 FG GKS KAad2NER 2F GKS
Sanskrit name for a pot. Although the earthen petthe most common instrument found in

musical cultures across the world, it was only towards the-nigtteenth century that it came

into Carnatic music. Entering at a time when most other Carnatic instruments had attained a
degree of musical sophistigan, this rustic, humble instrument struggled to find its own voice

and space.

Initially used for comic relief in a music performance, the ghatam was the jester. It was never

taken seriously. Both the ghatam and the ghatam player were deemed unfit fdrineapable

of rendering complex rhythmical compositions. In concerts, they were always migdexd.

Further, due to its nosskin material and circular structure, which was different from the
YNARIFY3IlFLYQa Ffldx &a1AY &dz2NF peG&Sthe hagérBonyDdKthed I Y LI
established mridangam pedagogy. It is classified as an upapakkavadysubaccompanying

instrument (arguably, additional instrument), in relation to the mridangam. Even today, in a

O2y @Sy GaAaz2yl t [ I NYI GA ahdaQ 3ty SahbhgsvithitiatSof thkikahjical Y Qa &
and morching) is reinforced by its position, diagonally behind the main performer.

LYGSNBalAy3ates S@Sy FNBY Ada aFSYFHESé YINBAYI
ghatam, through the manner inkvA OK A G0 A& LI I &@SRX RSTASa I ff
FSYFHES 62Reéx fly3da IS FyR aLl O0S¢e¢d tfl OSR 2y
Gaf SYRSNE FTSYItS 02Re&d 1 a |y SEGGSySRA2NYS REF K
bode 2NJ I LINBIYylyld o02Reéd CdNIKSNE AdG RSTASa | f
fingers. Strong arms and rough fingers and palms are signs of good practice and must be
maintained at all times.

\

Sukanya Ragopl

My own inquiry into the histoy of the ghatam began when | started training in it a few years
32 dzy RSNJ Y& 3JdzNHz {dzl Fyeél wlY3a2LI} X GKS O2dzyi
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only woman to play the instrument professionally. In the 60s, when it was no longer acceptable
for women to play percussion, as a-§6arold passionately in love with the ghatam, she had
asked her guru Sri Vikku Vinayakram to teach her the instrument. He had gently tried to
dissuade her saying it would be too difficult for women to play it. But he eadigtgave in to

her passion and wholeheartedly accepted her as his student. However, the tougher challenges
began only after Sukanya ji started performing, where she had to face varying levels of
discrimination. However, instead of vacating or rejectingttBpace, she has, over the years,
pushed the limits of the ghatam as a percussion instrument and reinterpreted it by giving it a
melodic dimension. This has brought the ghatam and the ghatam player from the margins to
the centrestage, giving both a neweictity.

h@SNIFLILAY3I Yeé 3 dzNHmEer ca&reedapndniding 40hyaars Yl Bave2béefi her
first and only female student. And together we confront the male space in our own ways.

Sumana Chandrashekar; Photo © Rajkumar Rajak

A parallel inquiryinto the making of the ghatam layered my experience further. It was a
revelation when | discovered that the person who breathes life into the ghatams my guru and |
play on is 6%earold Meenakshi, a ghatam maker based in Manamadurai, a small town near
Madurai in Tamil Nadu. Meenakshi ji is another guru to me, drawing me into her philosophy of
the ghatam as she teaches me how to make one. In her own words, making a ghatam is like
giving birth to a child.

As | unravel the magic of the ghatam through these tncredible women, | am often
remnRSR 2F { KAaKdzylftlF {KIFENATQa LIR2SY
Kumbaaraki eeki Kumbaaraki

Brahmandavella Tumbikondiruvaaki
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Here is the woman potter
Who holds the universe within her

Sumana Chandrashekar

Notes:

1. George, T.J.S. 2004S: A Life iMusic.New Delhi: Harper Collins Publishers India.

2. Lakshmi, C.S. 20@inger and the Songlew Delhi: Kali for Women.

od wht23I +AREIFI® mMphpdPd & ¢ KdzY NRA | Ferder &n8 RokitigsinynBia + 2 A OS ¢
New Delhi: Oxford Universigress.
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Romila Thapar
Rethinking Civilisatioas History

MS 5207
Suryaprajnapti Sutea; astronomy. India, ca. 1500

Image courtesy boundless.com

Let me clarify at the outset that | am looking at the concept of civilisation as it has been used in
reconstructing world histories. The term has had philosophical and other connotations that
introduce dimensior other than the historical. | am, however, confining myself to the historical
perspective.

The history of the world from prenodern times has, in recent centuries, been projected in the
form of stages, some culminating in civilisations. However, in itjie lbf recent studies of
history, civilisation as it was earlier defined is becoming rather paradoxical. The concept is a
construction that emerged at a particular point in European history in the eighteenth century. It
was a way of comprehending the pa$dther theories of explaining the past that are now
emerging in historical analyses may lead us to rethink the concept. Historians today try and peel
events, viewing them as part of larger, and often diverse contexts, as | hope to show.

A civilisation irplies a kind of package with specific characteristics. Thus the territory of a
civilisation has to be demarcated; civilisation is identified with a period of high intellectual and
aesthetic achievement ¢ K| & a2YS OFff GKA3IK Odri hudedSng > Ay O
and ethics; associated with this is a premium on refined manners exemplified by the elite;
civilisation is articulated in a particular parent language; it is symbolised in a single religion; it
assumes a stratified society, evidence of a statel governance; its elite is distinctive and
dominates its surroundings; there is a marked presence of what are described as aspects of
culture ¢ art, monuments, literature, music, all of a sophisticated form; and above all, a
civilisation records its knaledge of the world and attempts to advance it.

| have two concerns here. One is that a civilisation draws on the identities of its creators and its
participants, but the identities of both change in the course of history. The other is that
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concepts helpus understand social reality; but they, in turn, have to be investigated, and more
so when they claim to be foundational to understanding history.

The somewhat spare definition | have just given needs enlargement. The territory is expansive,
resulting fran the ultimate success of one from among a number of competing others. The
dominant culture monopolises the constituents of civilisation to the near exclusion of the lesser
cultures that then tend to be sidelined. What are taken as the constituents obisation

reflect the dominant culture, whereas there is much more that goes into the making of a
civilisation that has historically as yet remained in the wings.

Change is endemic to most societies, either from within, or from contact with ctbeieties.

This can disturb the social equilibrium, either increasing or decreasing the integration of its
various units. A civilisation, therefore, cannot be static as its constituents inevitably change.

Let me begin with how and when the concept of @ailion first came to be constructed. Used

in France in the eighteenth century, the concept assumed a departure from a prior condition.
The Enlightenment understanding of history, together with social Darwinism in the subsequent
period, placed human socketin an advanced evolutionary stage. It underlined humanistic
values as embedded in the literature, and the belief that rational beings could control the world
around them.

German writers differentiated between civilisation akdltur/culture. Culture reérred to what

was thought of as intellectual and artistic in terms of value and ideals, and to morality. Cultures,
again, were not compact, enclosed and static. Civilisation however, had a broader spread and
included more, as the definition suggests.

Whywas it given a specific definition? Perhaps we need to keep in mind the ambience resulting
from historical change at the time. Europe was moving from the imprint of an aristocratic
feudal society to being gradually remoulded by the start of industriatisadind the emergence

of new social categories. Entrepreneurs of various kinds were reformulating society, but at a
slow pace, since the mores of the previous society were still viewed as exemplary. The
emerging vision required pointing up the glories oé tAuropean past in a more insistent way
than had been done earlier with the Renaissance.

This change coincided, and not accidentally, with the acquisition of colonies. When control over
these colonies by European powers became more direct and fruithédtto be conceded that

the colonies had their own cultures, but with the caveat that the European achievement in the
past had been by far the highest. The colonies may well have even had civilisations, although
these had been partially marred by the pesee of the primitive in their midst. This took away
somewhat from the achievement. Recognising this perspective on their past, the colonised also
began to register among the evolving new groups of people their new ambitions, anxious to
identify with a praseworthy past to compensate for their subordination in the present.

In a sense, the seed of the idea of civilisation may have existed in the differentiation that past
societies made between the dominant society, and those that used a different language an
KFR I RAFTFSNBYyG ¢6le 2F tAFSP® hySQa 246y a20ASi
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into a concept of civilisation was associated with historical change, and the need for emergent
social groups to claim new identities and a clearly definedtdnge.

Civilisation assumed that the historically preceding societies did not qualify. These were
labelled as barbarian. This dichotomy was present in thepsgtfeption of ancient societies as
gSttx odzi SHAGK | RAFFSNBYKS ORYKWENREABSME ¢ Kaal
uncivilised. For the Greeks it was the ABreeks, for the Chinese the nétan, and for the

FNBEF&a AG o6Fa&a GKS YiSOOKFrae LT (GKS DNBS]a
barbaros/barbarians, Sanskrit speakers referred to sasi@arbarakaroti, or those speaking in

a confused way. The barbarians, irrespective of whether they lived as nomadic hordes
threatening the civilised, or in the midst of the civilised, were recognizable by their magkers
difference of language and cusio The concept of civilisation assumed the existence of the
barbarian as a kind of ghurpose counterpoint to the civilised.

In the nineteenth century, the dichotomy was further elaborated. Human society was said to go
through three stages of chang8tarting with savagery, it improved somewhat when it reached
barbarism, and this was prior to civilisation. Only some societies evolved to the third stage. It
was thought of, essentially, as a process of evolution, and used to point to the distinction
between the stages.

The other more effective route was seen in the imposition of the civilised on the barbarian
through conquest, an obvious attempt to justify contemporary colonialism. A classic example
was that of the Aztecs of Mexico. They were thought sflkeing less civilised, therefore
performing human sacrifice, and the civilised Spanish conquest brought this activity to an end.
The concept was now used in two ways. One was its role in colonial thinking. The other was the
appropriation of social evolutn by theories of explanation in anthropology, archaeology and
history.

Colonial thinking was clear about the distinction between the civilised and its alteqdie
primitive. The coloniser, as the representative of a superior civilisation, introdiicedthe
colonised, the uncivilised primitive. In India, two divergent vieythe Ultilitarian and the
Orientalist¢ emerged from colonial writers. James Mill and the Utilitarian thinkers writing on
the Indian past saw the territory of India as hostingotwations, the Hindu and the Muslim,
each intensely hostile to the other. Its governance conformed to what was called Oriental
Despotism, pointing to the absence of a civilised society. The colonised therefore required
correcting to be civilised.

The Oriatalist view differed. It began with William Jones in the late eighteenth century,
enquiring of the learned brahmanas as to the texts he should study to understand India. He was
directed to the Vedas and to classical Sanskrit literature. SignificanthyBulddhist and Jaina

GSEGa 6SNB fFNASte A3IYy2NBRO® W2yS&aQ O2YLI NI GAC
for parallels to the Grec&®oman.

The Orientalists and Sanskritists in Europe disagreed with the Utilitarians. They argued that
India did hae a civilisation that needed to be recognized. Influential among them was Max
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Mueller, who focused on the Vedas, especially the Rigveda. Such studies led to the theory that
the Vedas were the foundation of Indian civilisation, and that it reached its angmpoint in

the golden age of the Guptas, extending into a few later centuries. Seeing India as a single
unitary civilisation, specifically defined, made it easier for the colonisers to understand the
colony, irrespective of how problematic these defioits were. We have inherited these
colonial views about religion, language and history, views with which we still grapple.

Dividing the world into civilisations provided portals to the study of global history. Association
with a single language and, preféig, a single religion, meant that each civilisation could be
more easily monitored as compared to netructured history.

Asia, it was said, could boast of three civilisations: the Islamic, with Arabic as its language; the
Sanskritic Hindu; and the Chs® associated with Confucianism. | have often asked myself why
Buddhism was lost sight of in this typology. It was once the 4ob@necting thread through

most of Asia. It was made to disappear in India; it faded in Central Asia; and was, on occasion,
adively persecuted in China; yet it emerged as a crucial Asian link in civilisation markers and
ethical values.A deeper investigation of the critique posed by Buddhist thought to many
existing Asian cultures may help us redefine some aspects of Asie@atos.

The concept of civilisation, however, took a different turn when associated with anthropology
and archaeology. Patterns in the development of human societies drew from the theory of
evolution, moving as a trajectory from simple to complex dozse

It was held that human society began with the stage of savagery in the bands of hunter
gatherers. Subsequently there were societies of ggaetoralists. Many took shape as highly
efficient herders of animalg especially cattle and horsesand insystems of cultivating crops.

The institution of the family, and notions of property that radically changed societies, emerged
slowly. This took them to the stage of barbarism that was extensive and diverse. They were
identified by the typology of the matial goods they produced, such as pottery and metal
ware.

Some remained at that stage; others moved to the third and highest stage, that of urbanism. As
in the case of animal life, evolution did not move in a vertical line for all societies. For some, a
horizontal movement became permanent. Those not recognised as civilisations were described
as cultures. A culture was defined as a pattern of living. There could be many cultures
encompassed in a civilisation, but its definition was based on the featetested and said to

be its markers. The primary features of the civilisation stage were urban centres, literacy, and
the existence of a state; high culture alone, therefore, did not suffice.

This archaeologicalnthropological trajectory, formulated in éhearly twentieth century, has
lately been extensively debated. The critique has suggested alternate ideas, but not annulled
the theory. It has, however, been problematic in a few instances where earlier definitions of
civilisation were already in use, amr example, in India. According to the archaeological
RSTAYAGAZ2Y 2F GKS GoSYuASGK OSyiddNEBE>X GKS
civilisation. These predate the generally accepted date of Vedic culture by quite a few
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centuries. For some of éhOrientalists of the nineteenth century, it was Vedic culture that was
foundational to Indian civilisation, since the Harappan cities were not known at that point. But
this culture lacked some of the fundamental components of the civilisation stage, isebem

and literacy for instance.

Harappan cities were not only elaborate urban systems, but were carefully planned by people
who understood the working of urban centres. The location of public functioning was
concentrated in one area, in some cases oradificially constructed mound, and was distinct
from an expansive residential area. Other features are familiar to us from our school textbooks
¢ a sensible laput with planned roads, a remarkable drainage system, warehouses and
granaries, and complitad defences at the city gates. Among the other aspects of an advanced
culture was the central role of a system of writing.

We now have a somewhat contrary situation: archaeology informs us that the foundations of
Indian civilisation lie in the pr¥ediccities of the Indus Civilisation; but the Orientalists, half a
century earlier, had projected the Vedas as the foundation, and this continues to be preferred
in some circles today. There is a significant difference between the two. Whereas texts are
absentin the Harappa Culture even though a writing system is in use, the Vedic corpus boasts
of oral compositions of a high order, composed over a millennium; but it has left no evidence of
a writing system. It is difficult to identify the urbanism of the Harap cities in the descriptions

of settlements in the Rigveda, the earliest of the Vedas. Inevitably, there are controversies
today about the origins of Indian civilisation.

The concept of civilisation popular among nineteenth century historians wasuo$eonot the
archaeological one, since that was worked out in the early twentieth century. Yet it is the
YVAYSGSSYGK OSyildsaNE RSTFAYAGAZY GKFG Aax Y2NB
Indian civilisation. Hence | would like to discuss théni#on of Indian civilisation that has
prevailed in many works on the subject since the nineteenth century.

The territory chosen was that of British India. The confidence of colonialism made it seem that
it would be permanent and stable. Earlier names parts of the subcontinent, such as
Jambudvipa, Aryavarta, Bharatavarsha, or eve#liatl, had shifting boundaries. But even
British India broke up into three nations in the twentieth century. This was not unusual, as
every century has seen changing atigents in the borders of the many states and kingdoms
comprising the subcontinent. There were no permanent boundaries in history.

In precartographic times, defining boundaries with any precision was problematic in the
absence of maps. The more common gsawas that of frontier zones marked by
geomorphological features, such as mountains, rivers and forests. For instance, Manu describes
Aryavarta as the land between the Himalaya and the Vindhya, and the eastern and western
seas. A study of frontier zonesuggests that sometimes the more interesting historical
interactions took place in such zones. Frontier zones have the advantage of looking both inward
and outward, and they even had the choice of deciding which was which.
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For a variety of reasons, the ggaphical focus of high cultures shifted. The Harappans
occupied the Indus plain and its extension, but their artefacts are found as far west as the Gulf
and Mesopotamia. The authors of the Vedic texts settled in the Punjab and the-western
borderlands, and moved eastwards to the Ganga plain. The second urbanisation had its
epicentre in the middle Ganga plain. In general histories of India, the peninsula and the south
are sometimes off the radar in this period, probably because the archaeology of their
impressive Megalithic cultures differed from the cultures of northern India, as did the Dravidian
language associated with that area.

Speaking of frontiers from the sutontinental perspective, the Kushanas were half in and half
out. Their fulcrum was # Oxus valley. We may well treat them as integrated into north Indian
history, but it would be worth asking whether they, in effect, may have looked upon horth
western India as a frontier zone of their own Central Asian kingdom? And if so, how did they
seeit? Did Kushana polity focus more on Central Asia and China? Indian texts have less to say
about the Kushanas but they are a presence in the Chinese annals of the tinkéguhdan Shu

The Indian writing of early times lacks curiosity about frontiers begond, compared, for
instance, with Chinese inquisitiveness on the subject.

In controlling territory within India, the Guptas and the Cholas were virtually mirror images, one
having a northern perspective and the other a southern one, separated by adeturies. The
Turks, Afghans and Mughals, irrespective of their origins, were firmly ensconced in northern
India. Interestingly, the Mauryan and Mughal states incorporated the natkt borderlands,

but not the entire peninsula. Territorially neither ma it to being a fully suoontinental
empire. Identifying people with territory has now become complicated, with the frequent
inputs of those working on DNA analyses to determine migrations and the mixing of
populations.

So in terms of the territorial ks of the civilisation, we are not speaking of a compact sub
continental area, but of parts of it that hosted a variety of cultures. The variations are pertinent

to the notion of constructing a civilisation. But these are frequently ignored when selectiens
made of what goes into civilisation as a package. This applies not only to India, but to other
civilisations as well. In Asia it would be as true of West Asia and China. What this suggests is
that we should be sensitive to changes in the frontier ardaoth overland and maritime. We
should be open to how they may have contributed to the creation of what we call civilisation,
since this would be pertinent to evolving cultures in various parts of thecsutinent. The

view from the other side cannot beverlooked.

It is interesting that there was such a substantial interest in Buddhism among Chinese scholars
but comparatively much less in Brahmanism, if, as we like to believe, the latter was central to
Indian civilisation. At the same time, culturesalevolve over time within themselves. This
makes it necessary to see civilisation, not as a permanent entity, but as a continuous process
that also registers historical change.
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Language is often a good barometer of historical change. We know that gilldgas mutate.

Given the array of Indian languages, the change was impressive, both through mutation and
through contact with other languages. This poses a couple of questions for the historian.
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Harappan symbols as Indayan or Dravidian have not succeeded so far. The Vedic corpus
refers to the mlecchas and the dasas as different from the aryas. They either spoke the Aryan
language incorrectly, or not at all. They worghed other gods and observed unfamiliar
customs. There is also the puzzling group referred to as thepdéisibrahmanas, something of

an oxymoron. Can the sons of dasis be brahmanas? But there they are, and respected by the
brahmanas. It seems that more &h one language was being spoken, and more than one
cultural group involved.
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most widely used language was not Sanskrit, but Prakrit, though thexisted. The Jaina texts
were initially composed in Prakrit, the Buddhist in PalikRtras, of course, related to Sanskrit,
but its use was sharply differentiated. Discussions on causality in thought, dharma and ahimsa,
rationality, the existence of deity and such ideas, were discussed, not by all, but by a number of
people, in PrakritThe evidence of inscriptions points to Prakrit as the initial common language
used even by royalty, and Tamil in the south. The earliest inscription in correct Sanskrit dates to
AD 150 with a lengthy statement by a ruler of Central Asian origin. Prakviélted to Central
Asia, Southeast Asia and, together with Tamil, to the trading centres of the Red Sea. It was the
language associated with those who came from India.

Learnedorahmanascontinued to use Sanskrit. But its use on a larger scale, or thegemee of
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Guptas onward. This was when it came to have a monopoly as the language of learning,
creative literature and administration; it was also the language ok¢haspiring to status. It
expanded further with courtly culture in newly established kingdoms. This required its use by
local court poets, but also in official documents, in which, occasionally, the scribe could even
make mistakes. However, in Sanskrit deg women and lower castes continued to speak
Prakrit, presumably as befitting their inferior social status. Newly established kingdoms from
the late first millennium AD onward, would use the emerging regional languages when hard
pressed, especially wherew castes of local origin became upwardly mobile. But Sanskrit was
pre-eminent for a millennium in virtually every branch of learning, and more so in courtly
literature and in religious scholarship, composed more frequently by upper caste authors.

The hisory of this prior patronage explains, in part, its high status at the Mughal court where
brahmana and Jaina authors interacted with scholars of Persian, also patronised by the
Mughals. There was more than one translation of the Mahabharata and the Bh&jtaattom
Sanskrit to Persian, done jointly by brahmana pandits and Persian scholars. Such activity was
not limited to an interest in religion, but was, more effectively, a form of translating cultures.
Medieval patronage to Sanskrit as one of the langsagfelearning and formal religion is borne

out by the numbers of literary texts, commentaries and digests that were composed in the last
thousand years under multiple patrons.
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This continued into modern times with patronage from the colonial state, coascof the

upper caste connections of Sanskrit. The literature in other languages received less attention as
carriers of civilisation. It might be worth doing a survey of what was composed in these
languages throughout history, to gauge the lineages ot and articulation. This in itself
would be insightful in evaluating the role of the single language as a civilisation idiom.

Any text of any kind, and in whatever language, assumes an audience. All composition is, in
essence, a dialogue. If a text isitten by the elite and uses the language of the elite, it reflects
the elite culture and can, at best, reflect the participation of other cultures only indirectly. To
that extent, it curtails our understanding of the civilisation.

Much the same can be shabout choosing a particular religion as the single one to represent a
civilisation. The colonial readings of religions in India described them as monolithic. But were
they? Many colonial scholars tended to see Indian religions through their knowledte of
medieval European past, with its single monolithic religion of Catholicism and later
Protestantism. It is debatable whether religions in India were monolithic and unitary. Virtually
every religion was articulated and propagated through a range osseeich with the choice of
being autonomous, or associated with another.

These religious sects have a long history. Their survival is also partly conditioned by their
closeness to particular castes or caste clusters, and not unconnected to the patroh#ge

royal or wealthy. This highlights the interface between religion and society, an aspect seldom
given enough space in the concept of civilisation. By bringing together virtually every religious
articulation other than the Muslim and Christian undéretlabel of Hinduism, the extensive
divergence characteristic of religion in India, with its unique qualities, was denied.

That Indian civilisation was characterised by a singular and monolithic religion is unlikely.
Dharma, which we today take to meanliggon, was viewed as consisting of two streams. One
was Vedic Brahmanism. This required a belief in Vedic and other deities. It insisted on the
sanctity of the Vedas authored by the gods, and held that each mortal had an immortal soul.
Strongly opposed tahese beliefs were various groups jointly referred to as Shramanas, who
doubted or rejected deity and the immortal soul, and treated the Vedas as authored by
humans. Across the centuries, dharma was defined as the two streams of the Brahmana and
the Shranana, or the astika/ believers, and the nastika /Aoslievers, which we today regard

as the orthodox and the heterodox. The nastika consisted of Buddhists, Jainas, Ajivikas and
those of such persuasion, including the Charvaka, with their philosophy of riadesten.
Interestingly, the initial social context of the Shramanic rejection of Vedic Brahmanism was
urban.

This dual division was referred to in the edicts of Ashoka Maurya (bahmaaaranam), in the
account of Megasthenes (Brachmanes and Sarmanesye#isas in that of Xuanzang, and
continued up to the time of ABiruni¢ a period of fifteen hundred years. Patanjali, at the turn
of the millennium AD, mentions it in his famous grammar, and adds that the relationship
between the two is comparable to thaif the snake and the mongoose. The Shramanas in
somePuranasare called the great deceiversmahamohag who deliberately mislead people
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with the wrong doctrines. They are therefore pashandaSauds. The Buddhists sometimes
refer to the brahmanas withhie same epithet.

We are told that on some occasions, the relationship between the two became violent. A
deeper investigation of our history of religion may show us as being less tolerant and more
violent than we claim to be. We can certainly take pridethia absence, so far at least, of
something like the Catholic Inquisition that forced people to make statements or to recant.
Nevertheless, the degrees of intolerance and +olence that prevailed in the past need to be
re-assessed.

Intermeshed with ragion and society was social oppression and the exclusion of those
declared to be without caste, or of the lowest status and polluting. Caste discrimination linked
to pollution was the Indian equivalent of the observance of other forms of discrimination in
other civilisations. In practice, this was observed by every religion in India and by most
communities. Surprisingly, it is rarely mentioned in discussions on ethical values and humanism
in Indian civilisation, neither in the texts of the high culture mmotater descriptions of Indian
civilisation. We owe our current highlighting of this aspect to the writings of Ambedkar and
some of his predecessors. The practice of treating demarcated members of the society as
polluting negates the idea of a toleranb@ety, signifying as it does extreme intolerance and a
lack of social ethics.

Yet, at a different level, there was a dialogue and much discussion between brahmanas and
shramanas on philosophical questions, on, for instance, the definition and use af Bygthe
mid-first millennium AD, the Shramanas were also using Sanskrit in philosophical discourse. But
soon Buddhism was to be swept away in most parts of India.

The last thousand years have been quite striking in terms of the changes introducedoasvar
levels in what we would regard as aspects of civilisation. The landscape changed. Temples and
mosques replaced Buddhist monasteries and stupas. Some of the most magnificent Hindu
temples dedicated to divergent sectarian deities, and also Jaina temnpke® constructed in

this period. These were endowed with land, and their committees of control were engaged in
substantial commerce, as had been the case with some of the Buddhist monasteries in earlier
times. Economic enterprise was open to all religionstitutions and places of worship, and

they did not hold back, since many had substantial wealth to invest.

The religion that we today refer to as Hinduism also had roots in the teachings of the medieval
Bhakti sects. These encouraged new forms of Wiprssome reflecting ideas from the presence

of other religions, and they taught in the regional languages. In the transition from the Vedic to
the Puranic religions, a distancing of the later from the earlier took place, and this was
acknowledged only ammg some. For the majority of people, Vedic belief and ritual as such,
although patronized by royalty, became peripherdMuch of the teaching, attracting
substantial numbers, was oral, since the larger numbers were not literate. The result was a
multiplicity of sects of every kind, either drawing from, or opposing, the more formal religions.
This receives less space in the classic descriptions of religion in Indian civilisation.
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What | am suggesting is that the conventional description of what constitagian civilisation

is partial. It does not sufficiently include the reality of the substantial contribution beyond that
of the elites and the upper castes. The concept of civilisation needs to draw from a far wider
spectrum if it is to represent more timgust the dominant cultures. This critique applies equally

to descriptions of other civilisations. One could argue that the concept itself is therefore
limited. Let me try and explain this.

The compactness of civilisation is partly due to its faadedand demarcated territory and the

social origins of the cultures it encapsulates. But many of the achievements resulted from the
co-mingling of groups, elites and naglites, both within this territory and those on its frontiers

and, sometimes, beyond. Tle@mmissioning of a monument or a cultural object may lie in the
hands of a wealthy patron, but its creator is often a lower caste professional. Styles can
therefore be a reflection of localities and popular trends, either of the elite or of others.

Iconsof the Buddha illustrate this. The Gandhara image from the rasist is IndeGrece
Bactrian in features and style, whereas the one from Mathura has no element of thellGaa

style. It is strikingly different, as is the one from Amaravati in the sotitbhdnges again in
Borobudur and Angkor in Indonesia and Cambodia, as also in Dunhuang and Lung Men in
Central Asia and China. The images do not conform to a single aesthetic, but do suggest the
richness of the dialogues that must have taken place amongetlsculpting them. These are,
unfortunately, unrecorded. But surely some shilpins and sthapatis, as artisans and craftsmen,
also travelled with the traders, brahmanas and Buddhist monks to Southeast Asia in the early
periods, to assist with constructionptoblems, or the precision, if not also the aesthetics, of
iconography ?

How are forms transmitted to distant culturesSurely the idiom in a new context should be
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single elite source, yet the creators of the icons find little place in discussions of civilisation.

How were the complexities of the Sanskrit manuals converted into visual forms by artisans not
educated in Sanskrit? This is the interface thatlisation is all about, not the separation of the

two.

Texts requiring scholarship travelled with brahmanas, Buddhist monks and tratanmy
ventured beyond the frontiers, creating innovative mixed cultures that would have challenged
the existing civiiational models. This would be more marked in the formation of new states,
especially in distant lands. Some Indian texts were rendered into local languages and adjusted
to local perspectives, in an effort to imprint their own culture and influence patgenahe
variations speak volumes. In the controversial additions to the Hikayat Seri Rama of Malaysia,
the patriarch Adam carries messages from Ravana to Allah. Other variations are similar to those
known in India, but what these say remains outside thindation of civilisation.

Adaptations provide another perspective. It is argued that the original Javanese version of the
Ramayana story did not draw on the Valmiki text, but drew on the narration of the story in the
much later grammatical work, the Bhiiavya. The question is why. The choice of one from a
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diversity of sources needs explanation, especially now, when some insist on cultural singularity.
Even if it is a transaction between high cultures, the cultural presence of the Other is crucial to
expanation.

Central Asia provides parallels. The carriers of the cultures were the same as those that went to
Southeast Asia, but the Buddhists drew greater attention. Buddhist monasteries marked the
staging points of the trade routes that went from Chimadugh Central Asia and northern India

to the Mediterranean. This was the Old Silk Route. A healthy patronage encouraged each
monastery to host murals of the highest quality, illustrating narratives from the Buddhist texts,
in the context of local historyTheir versions become, in a sense, a commentary on the Indian
texts, an attempt to see a part of India from the other side of the border. Do their perceptions
confirm our current view of Indian civilisation?

The involvement of Indians in this trade conted until the last century, although latterly in
segments because of historical changé®r over a millennium, it had cut across what were
identified as the separate civilisations of Asia, civilisations whose distinctiveness we have
thought of as beingcrucial to their identity. But in each case, the achievements, be they in
philosophy, religion or the arts, drew on the interaction of these cultures rather than
originating in isolation. The initiative was taken by the traders, and the rest followed.

In the past, Indians and Chinese came to Southeast Asia through maritime exploration. This
linked up ports and hinterlands, and required traversing the Arabian Sea, the Bay of Bengal and
the South China Seasan Indian Ocean route, linking the segments & thain from North

Africa to South China. This is not a compact land mass but the contacts it nurtured impacted
civilisations. Like the Silk Route, it virtually created its own cultures. Can we call it a maritime
civilisation? It boasted of multiple cultes ¢ high and low, literature in various languages,
architecture and art that competed in quality with those in what we call established
civilisations. Above all, it demonstrated that ultimately, knowledge advances when there is an
exchange between those the know, irrespective of where they come from.

This is superbly demonstrated in the study of astronomy and mathematics across Asia,
dependent on this exchange for many centuries. This was not just a casual mixing of ideas. It
involved the careful siftig of what goes into any knowledge system so as to understand it
better. This, surely, is the more essential requirement of civilisations. The ascription of origin to
a single author was not the point. Authorship was the contribution of more than onewblera
GKSNB | RSALISNIGS O2YLISGAGA2Yy G2 OfFAY GKIG

When we begin to think of the concept of civilisation as something that is not either territorially
compact or pertaining to a limited period of history, we willylp&ps, recognize the limitations

of singularity and isolation in the current concept. We can either dispense with it; or we can
redefine it. Redefining it will require that some existing ideas be unpacked and rejected, some
repacked, and some replaced.
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Cvilisations as we know them now tend to segregate rather than integrate. Colonial conquests
the world over, with their new and precise boundaries, ended existing -tdenections
between cultures. A case in point is that of contacts between India anch8asit Asia. Various
regions of India had connections with various parts of Southeast Asia. Colonialism split
Southeast Asia into colonies held by the British, French, Dutch and Spanish. This carving up
terminated the earlier links.

Colonialism reformulate cultural identities with new hierarchies of status both within a society
and across its frontiers. This, in part, accounts for what are erroneously described as
civilisational clashesWhat is striking about the swathes of cultures that we study from th
past is their porosity. Territories, languages and religions, however stable we would like them
to be, are in fact constantly taking fresh shapes. The change comes from many sources: internal
pressures that alter social hierarchies; alien cultures thadreie to them and take on new
identities; diversities that transform even the cultures of the frontiers; and the ensuing
perceptions that those beyond the frontiers have of us.

Civilisation is a process that evolves over a long period, mutating asstajoeg. We have to

recognise the mutations and discover their source. In focusing on the culture of the elite, the
construction of civilisation overlooked its dependence on the cultures of others as participants

in the same society. The essential concegnd Gt K (0 KS dGoKeé¢ YR GKS aGKz2
find space in the concept.

Overlooked in earlier histories, these perspectives can provide revelatory insights by forcing us
to peel the layers, and refrain from insisting that civilisation is a uniformtyenCultural
articulations have to incorporate the dialogue among varying social groups in the societies that
constitute the players. How did the participants in a civilisation perceive themselves and their
own activities, and in relation to the sociakharchy? Did they all see themselves as part of one
civilisation? This is a tough question, but we may find answers if we are willing to enquire.

If we choose to redefine the concept, can we think of civilisation, not as aadiined
homogenous entityvalid for all time, but as a process of tracking cultures, even those
perpetually in transition? The perceptions that this may provide can, perhaps, translate the past
in ways that will enable a new understanding of both the past and the present.

This ighe text of the 8th B.R. Ambedkar Memoarial Lecture delivered in Delhi by Romila Thapar and
organised by Ambedkar University Delhi on 14 April 2016.

Listen to Romila Thapakelivering the 8th B.R. Ambedkar Memorial Lecture

This recording was made by the sacw.net sound archive in public interest and is-éanmoercial use.
Read and hear Romila Thapar on various issues on the Indian Cultural Forum
Essay: JNU and Our Democracy

Inteniew: The Protests by JNU Students and Teachers have been Remarkable
Interview: TheBattle Now is between Religious Nationalism and Secular Nationalism
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Lecture: Hindu Rastra is Drawn from the Scholarship oh@bHistorians

© Romila Thapar
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Nilima Sheikh

Each night put Kashmir in your dreams

Going Away

200910, Each night put Kashmir in your dreams series,
scroll painted on both sides, 187x59 cm, casein tempera on canvas
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Son et Lumiére

200610, Each night put Kashmir in your dreams series,
scroll painted on both sides, 305x183 cm, casein tempera on canvas
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the history of Kashmir, with fragments of medieval, historical, religious, mythical and fictional
accouns.
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Special Feature: Poems from Prison

Translated by K. Satchidanandan

Image courtesy \&lIspringrosebug.org

An Evening Note
P. Udayabhanu

Death had alwaykaunted

my peace of mind,

turned turbid my sleep and dream,
surviving torture was beyond me.
Yet now, when | look ahead

through the rusty bars of this prison,
through the branches of the tree
spreading its shade on the courtyard,
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