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Postcoloniality and the Artifice of History

Push thought to extremes.
(Louis Althusser)

IT HAS RECENTLY BEEN SAID in praise of the postcolonial project of Subal-
tern Studies that it demonstrates, “perhaps for the first time since coloni-
sation,” that “Indians are showing sustained signs of reappropriating the
capacity to represent themselves [within the discipline of history].”1 As a
historian who is a member of the Subaltern Studies collective, I find the
congratulation contained in this remark gratifying but premature. The
purpose of this essay is to problematize the idea of “Indians” “represent-
ing themselves in history.” Let us put aside for the moment the messy
problems of identity inherent in a transnational enterprise such as Subal-
tern Studies, where passports and commitments blur the distinctions of
ethnicity in a manner that some would regard as characteristically post-
modern. I have a more perverse proposition to argue. It is that insofar
as the academic discourse of history—that is, “history” as a discourse
produced at the institutional site of the university—is concerned, “Eu-
rope” remains the sovereign, theoretical subject of all histories, including
the ones we call “Indian,” “Chinese,” “Kenyan,” and so on. There is a
peculiar way in which all these other histories tend to become variations
on a master narrative that could be called “the history of Europe.” In this
sense, “Indian” history itself is in a position of subalternity; one can only
articulate subaltern subject positions in the name of this history.

Although the rest of this chapter will elaborate on this proposition, let
me enter a few qualifications. “Europe” and “India” are treated here as
hyperreal terms in that they refer to certain figures of imagination whose
geographical referents remain somewhat indeterminate.2 As figures of the
imaginary they are, of course, subject to contestation, but for the moment
I shall treat them as though they were given, reified categories, opposites
paired in a structure of domination and subordination. I realize that in
treating them thus I leave myself open to the charge of nativism, national-
ism—or worse, the sin of sins, nostalgia. Liberal-minded scholars would
immediately protest that any idea of a homogeneous, uncontested “Eu-
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rope” dissolves under analysis. True, but just as the phenomenon of Ori-
entalism does not disappear simply because some of us have now attained
a critical awareness of it, similarly a certain version of “Europe,” reified
and celebrated in the phenomenal world of everyday relationships of
power as the scene of the birth of the modern, continues to dominate the
discourse of history. Analysis does not make it go away.

That Europe works as a silent referent in historical knowledge becomes
obvious in a very ordinary way. There are at least two everyday symptoms
of the subalternity of non-Western, third-world histories. Third-world
historians feel a need to refer to works in European history; historians
of Europe do not feel any need to reciprocate. Whether it is an Edward
Thompson, a Le Roy Ladurie, a George Duby, a Carlo Ginzberg, a Law-
rence Stone, a Robert Darnton, or a Natalie Davis—to take but a few
names at random from our contemporary world—the “greats” and the
models of the historian’s enterprise are always at least culturally “Euro-
pean.” “They” produce their work in relative ignorance of non-Western
histories, and this does not seem to affect the quality of their work. This
is a gesture, however, that “we” cannot return. We cannot even afford an
equality or symmetry of ignorance at this level without taking the risk of
appearing “old-fashioned” or “outdated.”

The problem, I may add in parentheses, is not particular to historians.
An unselfconscious but nevertheless blatant example of this “inequality
of ignorance” in literary studies, for example, is the following sentence
on Salman Rushdie from a recent text on postmodernism: “Though
Saleem Sinai [of Midnight’s Children] narrates in English . . . his intertexts
for both writing history and writing fiction are doubled: they are, on the
one hand, from Indian legends, films and literature and, on the other,
from the West–The Tin Drum, Tristram Shandy, One Hundred Years of
Solitude and so on.”3 It is interesting to note how this sentence teases
out only those references that are from “the West.” The author is under
no obligation here to be able to name with any authority and specificity
the Indian allusions that make Rushdie’s intertextuality “doubled.” This
ignorance, shared and unstated, is part of the assumed compact that
makes it “easy” to include Rushdie in English Department offerings on
postcolonialism.

This problem of asymmetric ignorance is not simply a matter of “cul-
tural cringe” (to let my Australian self speak) on our part or of cultural
arrogance on the part of the European historian. These problems exist
but can be relatively easily addressed. Nor do I mean to take anything
away from the achievements of the historians I mentioned. Our footnotes
bear rich testimony to the insights we have derived from their knowledge
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and creativity. The dominance of “Europe” as the subject of all histories
is a part of a much more profound theoretical condition under which
historical knowledge is produced in the third world. This condition ordi-
narily expresses itself in a paradoxical manner. It is this paradox that I
shall describe as the second everyday symptom of our subalternity, and it
refers to the very nature of social science pronouncements.

For generations now, philosophers and thinkers who shape the nature
of social science have produced theories that embrace the entirety of hu-
manity. As we well know, these statements have been produced in relative,
and sometimes absolute, ignorance of the majority of humankind—that
is, those living in non-Western cultures. This in itself is not paradoxical,
for the more self-conscious of European philosophers have always sought
theoretically to justify this stance. The everyday paradox of third-world
social science is that we find these theories, in spite of their inherent igno-
rance of “us,” eminently useful in understanding our societies. What al-
lowed the modern European sages to develop such clairvoyance with re-
gard to societies of which they were empirically ignorant? Why cannot
we, once again, return the gaze?

There is an answer to this question in the writings of philosophers who
have read into European history an entelechy of universal reason, if we
regard such philosophy as the self-consciousness of social science. Only
“Europe,” the argument would appear to be, is theoretically (that is, at
the level of the fundamental categories that shape historical thinking)
knowable; all other histories are matters of empirical research that fleshes
out a theoretical skeleton that is substantially “Europe.” There is one
version of this argument in Husserl’s Vienna lecture of 1935, where he
proposed that the fundamental difference between “oriental philoso-
phies” (more specifically, Indian and Chinese) and “Greek-European sci-
ence” (or as he added, “universally speaking: philosophy”) was the capac-
ity of the latter to produce “absolute theoretical insights,” that is “theoria
(universal science),” whereas the former retained a “practical-universal,”
and hence “mythical-religious,” character. This “practical-universal” phi-
losophy was directed to the world in a “naive” and “straightforward”
manner, whereas the world presented itself as a “thematic” to theoria,
making possible a praxis “whose aim is to elevate mankind through uni-
versal scientific reason.”4

A similar epistemological proposition underlies Marx’s use of catego-
ries such as “bourgeois” and “prebourgeois” or “capital” and “precapi-
tal.” The prefix pre here signifies a relationship that is both chronological
and theoretical. The coming of the bourgeois or capitalist society, Marx
argues in the Grundrisse and elsewhere, gives rise for the first time to a
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history that can be apprehended through a philosophical and universal
category, “capital.” History becomes, for the first time, theoretically
knowable. All past histories are now to be known (theoretically, that is)
from the vantage point of this category, that is, in terms of their differ-
ences from it. Things reveal their categorical essence only when they reach
their fullest development, or as Marx put it in that famous aphorism of
the Grundrisse: “Human anatomy contains the key to the anatomy of the
ape.”5 The category “capital,” as I have discussed elsewhere, contains
within itself the legal subject of Enlightenment thought.6 Not surprisingly,
Marx said in that very Hegelian first chapter of Capital, volume 1, that the
secret of “capital,” the category, “cannot be deciphered until the notion of
human equality has acquired the fixity of a popular prejudice.”7 To con-
tinue with Marx’s words:

even the most abstract categories, despite their validity—precisely
because of their abstractness—for all epochs, are nevertheless, . . . them-
selves . . . a product of historical relations. Bourgeois society is the most
developed and the most complex historic organisation of production.
The categories which express its relations, the comprehension of its struc-
ture, thereby also allow insights into the structure and the relations of
production of all the vanished social formations out of whose ruins and
elements it built itself up, whose partly still unconquered remnants are
carried along within it, whose mere nuances have developed explicit sig-
nificance within it, etc. . . . The intimations of higher development
among the subordinate animal species . . . can be understood only after
the higher development is already known. The bourgeois economy thus
supplies the key to the ancient. . . .8

For capital or bourgeois, I submit, read “Europe” or “European.”

HISTORICISM AS A TRANSITION NARRATIVE

Neither Marx nor Husserl spoke—at least in the words quoted above—
in a historicist spirit. In parenthesis, we should recall that Marx’s vision
of emancipation entailed a journey beyond the rule of capital, in fact be-
yond the notion of juridical equality that liberalism holds so sacred. The
maxim “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need”
runs contrary to the principle of “equal pay for equal work,” and this is
why Marx remains—the Berlin wall notwithstanding (or not standing!)—
a relevant and fundamental critic of both capitalism and liberalism and
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thus central to any postcolonial, postmodern project of writing history.
Yet Marx’s methodological/epistemological statements have not always
successfully resisted historicist readings. There has always remained
enough ambiguity in these statements to make possible the emergence of
“Marxist” historical narratives. These narratives turn around the theme
of historical transition. Most modern third-world histories are written
within problematics posed by this transition narrative, of which the over-
riding (if often implicit) themes are those of development, modernization,
and capitalism.

This tendency can be located in our own work in the Subaltern Studies
project. My book on working-class history struggles with the problem.9

Modern India by Sumit Sarkar (another colleague in the Subaltern Studies
project), which is justifiably regarded as one of the best textbooks on In-
dian history written primarily for Indian universities, opens with the fol-
lowing sentences: “The sixty years or so that lie between the foundation
of the Indian National Congress in 1885 and the achievement of indepen-
dence in August 1947 witnessed perhaps the greatest transition in our
country’s long history. A transition, however, which in many ways remains
grievously incomplete, and it is with this central ambiguity that it seems
most convenient to begin our survey.”10 What kind of a transition was it
that remained “grievously incomplete”? Sarkar hints at the possibility of
there having been several by naming three: “So many of the aspirations
aroused in the course of the national struggle remained unfulfilled—the
Gandhian dream of the peasant coming into his own in Ram-rajya [the
rule of the legendary and ideal god-king Ram], as much as the left ideals
of social revolution. And as the history of independent India and Pakistan
(and Bangladesh) was repeatedly to reveal, even the problems of a com-
plete bourgeois transformation and successful capitalist development were
not fully solved by the transfer of power of 1947.”11 Neither the peasant’s
dream of a mythical and just kingdom, nor the left’s ideal of a social[ist]
revolution, nor a “complete bourgeois transformation”—it is within these
three absences, these “grievously incomplete” scenarios, that Sarkar lo-
cates the story of modern India.

It is also with a similar reference to “absences”—the “failure” of a
history to keep an appointment with its destiny (once again an instance
of the “lazy native,” shall we say?)—that we announced our project of
Subaltern Studies: “It is the study of this historic failure of the nation to
come to its own, a failure due to the inadequacy of the bourgeoisie as well
as of the working class to lead it into a decisive victory over colonialism
and a bourgeois-democratic revolution of the classic nineteenth-century
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type . . . or [of the] ‘new democracy’ [type]—it is the study of this failure
which constitutes the central problematic of the historiography of colo-
nial India.”12

The tendency to read Indian history in terms of a lack, an absence, or
an incompleteness that translates into “inadequacy” is obvious in these
excerpts. As a trope it is ancient, going back to the beginnings of colonial
rule in India. The British conquered and represented the diversity of In-
dian pasts through a homogenizing narrative of transition from a medi-
eval period to modernity. The terms have changed with time. The medi-
eval was once called “despotic” and the modern “the rule of law.”
“Feudal/capitalist” has been a later variant.

When it was first formulated in colonial histories of India, this transi-
tion narrative was an unashamed celebration of the imperialist’s capacity
for violence and conquest. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, gen-
erations of elite Indian nationalists found their subject positions as nation-
alists within this transition narrative that, at various times and depending
on one’s ideology, hung the tapestry of “Indian history” between the two
poles of homologous sets of oppositions: despotic/constitutional, medi-
eval/modern, feudal/capitalist. Within this narrative shared by imperialist
and nationalist imaginations, the “Indian” was always a figure of lack.
There was always, in other words, room in this story for characters who
embodied, on behalf of the native, the theme of inadequacy or failure.

We do not need to be reminded that this would remain the cornerstone
of imperial ideology for many years to come—subjecthood but not citi-
zenship, as the native was never adequate to the latter—and would even-
tually become a strand of liberal theory itself.13 This was, of course, where
nationalists differed. For Rammohun Roy as for Bankimchandra Chatto-
padhyay, two of India’s most prominent nationalist intellectuals of the
nineteenth century, British rule was a necessary period of tutelage that
Indians had to undergo in order to prepare precisely for what the British
denied but extolled as the end of all history: citizenship and the nation-
state. Years later, in 1951, an “unknown” Indian who successfully sold
his “obscurity” dedicated the story of his life thus:

To the memory of the
British Empire in India
Which conferred subjecthood on us
But withheld citizenship;
To which yet
Everyone of us threw out the challenge
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“Civis Britanicus Sum”
Because
All that was good and living
Within us
Was made, shaped, and quickened
By the same British Rule.14

In nationalist versions of this narrative, as Partha Chatterjee has shown,
the peasants and the workers, the subaltern classes, were given the cross
of “inadequacy” to bear for, according to this version, it was they who
needed to be educated out of their ignorance, parochialism or, depending
on your preference, false consciousness.15 Even today the Anglo-Indian
word “communalism” refers to those who allegedly fail to measure up to
the secular ideals of citizenship.

That British rule put in place the practices, institutions, and discourse
of bourgeois individualism in the Indian soil is undeniable. Early expres-
sions of this desire to be a “legal subject”—that is, before the beginnings
of nationalism—make it clear that to Indians in the 1830s and 1840s, to
be a “modern individual” was become a European. The Literary Gleaner,
a magazine in colonial Calcutta, ran the following poem in 1842, written
in English by a Bengali school boy eighteen years of age. The poem was
apparently inspired by the sight of ships leaving the coast of Bengal “for
the glorious shores of England”:

Oft like a sad bird I sigh
To leave this land, though mine own land it be;
Its green robed meads,—gay flowers and cloudless sky
Though passing fair, have but few charms for me.
For I have dreamed of climes more bright and free
Where virtue dwells and heaven-born liberty
Makes even the lowest happy;—where the eye
Doth sicken not to see man bend the knee
To sordid interest:—climes where science thrives,
And genius doth receive her guerdon meet;
Where man in his all his truest glory lives,
And nature’s face is exquisitely sweet:
For those fair climes I heave the impatient sigh,
There let me live and there let me die.16

In its echoes of Milton and seventeenth-century English radicalism, this
is obviously a piece of colonial pastiche.17 Michael Madhusudan Dutt, the



34 C H A P T E R 1

young Bengali author of this poem, eventually realized the impossibility
of being European and returned to Bengali literature to become one of
our finest poets. Later Indian nationalists abandoned such abject desire
to be Europeans, since nationalist thought was premised precisely on the
assumed universality of the project of becoming individuals, on the as-
sumption that individual rights and abstract equality were universals that
could find home anywhere in the world, that one could be both an “In-
dian” and a citizen at the same time. We shall soon explore some of the
contradictions of this project.

Many of the public and private rituals of modern individualism became
visible in India in the nineteenth century. One sees this, for instance, in
the sudden flourishing in this period of the four basic genres that help
express the modern self: the novel, the biography, the autobiography, and
history.18 Along with these came modern industry, technology, medicine,
a quasi-bourgeois (though colonial) legal system supported by a state that
nationalism was to take over and make its own. The transition narrative
that I have been discussing underwrote, and was in turn underpinned by,
these institutions. To think about this narrative was to think in terms of
these institutions at the apex of which sat the modern state,19 and to think
about the modern or the nation-state was to think a history whose
theoretical subject was Europe. Gandhi realized this as early as 1909.
Referring to the Indian nationalists’ demands for more railways, modern
medicine, and bourgeois law, he cannily remarked in his book Hind Swa-
raj that this was to “make India English” or, as he put it, to have “English
rule without the Englishman.”20 This Europe, as Michael Madhusudan
Dutt’s youthful and naive poetry shows, was of course nothing but a piece
of fiction told to the colonized by the colonizer in the very process of
fabricating colonial domination.21 Gandhi’s critique of this Europe is
compromised on many points by his nationalism, and I do not intend to
fetishize his text. But I find his gesture useful in developing the problem-
atic of nonmetropolitan histories.

TO READ “LACK” OTHERWISE

I shall now return to the themes of “failure,” “lack,” and “inadequacy”
that so ubiquitously characterize the speaking subject of “Indian” history.
As in the practice of the insurgent peasants of colonial India, the first step
in a critical effort must arise from a gesture of inversion.22 Let us begin
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from where the transition narrative ends and read “plenitude” and “cre-
ativity” where this narrative has made us read “lack” and “inadequacy.”

According to the fable of their constitution, Indians today are all “citi-
zens.” The constitution embraces almost a classically liberal definition of
citizenship. If the modern state and the modern individual, the citizen,
are but the two inseparable sides of the same phenomenon, as William
Connolly argues in Political Theory and Modernity, it would appear that
the end of history is in sight for us in India.23 This modern individual,
however, whose political/public life is lived in citizenship, is also supposed
to have an interiorized “private” self that pours out incessantly in diaries,
letters, autobiographies, novels, and, of course, in what we say to our
analysts. The bourgeois individual is not born until one discovers the plea-
sures of privacy. But this is a very special kind of “private self”—it is, in
fact, a deferred “public” self, for this bourgeois private self, as Jurgen
Habermas has reminded us, is “always already oriented to an audience
[Publikum].”24

Indian public life may mimic on paper the bourgeois legal fiction of
citizenship—the fiction is usually performed as a farce in India—but what
about the bourgeois private self and its history? Anyone who has tried
to write “French” social history with Indian material would know how
impossibly difficult the task is.25 It is not that the form of the bourgeois
private self did not come with European rule. There have been, since the
middle of the nineteenth century, Indian novels, diaries, letters, and auto-
biographies, but they seldom yield pictures of an endlessly interiorized
subject. Our autobiographies are remarkably “public” (with construc-
tions of public life that are not necessarily modern) when written by men,
and tell the story of the extended family when written by women.26 In
any case, autobiographies in the confessional mode are notable for their
absence. The single paragraph (out of 963 pages) that Nirad Chaudhuri
spends on describing his experience of his wedding night in the second
volume of his celebrated and prize-winning autobiography is as good an
example as any other and is worth quoting at length. I should explain
that this was an arranged marriage (Bengal, 1932) and Chaudhuri was
anxious lest his wife should not appreciate his newly acquired but unaf-
fordably expensive hobby of buying records of Western classical music.
Our reading of Chaudhuri is handicapped in part by our lack of knowl-
edge of the intertextuality of his prose—there may have been at work, for
instance, an imbibed puritanical revulsion against revealing “too much.”
Yet the passage remains a telling exercise in the construction of memory,
for it is about what Chaudhuri “remembers’ and “forgets” of his “first
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night’s experience.” He screens off intimacy with expressions like “I do
not remember” or “I do not know how” (not to mention the very Freud-
ian “making a clean breast of”), and this self-constructed veil is no doubt
a part of the self that speaks:

I was terribly uneasy at the prospect of meeting as wife a girl who was a
complete stranger to me, and when she was brought in . . . and left stand-
ing before me I had nothing to say. I saw only a very shy smile on her
face, and timidly she came and sat by my side on the edge of the bed. I
do not know how after that both of us drifted to the pillows, to lie down
side by side. [Chaudhuri adds in a footnote: “Of course, fully dressed.
We Hindus . . . consider both extremes—fully clad and fully nude—to
be modest, and everything in-between as grossly immodest. No decent
man wants his wife to be an allumeuse.”] Then the first words were
exchanged. She took up one of my arms, felt it and said: “You are so
thin. I shall take good care of you.” I did not thank her, and I do not
remember that beyond noting the words I even felt touched. The horrible
suspense about European music had reawakened in my mind, and I de-
cided to make a clean breast of it at once and look the sacrifice, if it was
called for, straight in the face and begin romance on such terms as were
offered to me. I asked her timidly after a while: “Have you listened to
any European music?” She shook her head to say “No.” Nonetheless, I
took another chance and this time asked: “Have you heard the name of
a man called Beethoven?” She nodded and signified “Yes.” I was reas-
sured, but not wholly satisfied. So I asked yet again: “Can you spell the
name?” She said slowly: “B, E, E, T, H, O, V, E, N.” I felt very encour-
aged . . . and [we] dozed off.27

The desire to be “modern” screams out of every sentence in the two
volumes of Chaudhuri’s autobiography. His legendary name now stands
for the cultural history of Indo-British encounter. Yet in the 1,500-odd
pages that he has written in English about his life, this is the only passage
in which the narrative of Chaudhuri’s participation in public life and liter-
ary circles is interrupted to make room for something approaching the
intimate. How do we read this text, this self-making of an Indian male
who was second to no one in his ardor for the public life of the citizen,
yet who seldom, if ever, reproduced in writing the other side of the modern
citizen, the interiorized private self unceasingly reaching out for an audi-
ence? Public without private? Yet another instance of the “incom-
pleteness” of bourgeois transformation in India?
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These questions are themselves prompted by the transition narrative
that in turn situates the modern individual at the very end of history. I do
not wish to confer on Chaudhuri’s autobiography a representativeness it
may not have. Women’s writings, as I have already said, are different, and
scholars have just begun to explore the world of autobiographies in In-
dian history. But if one result of European imperialism in India was to
introduce the modern state and the idea of the nation with their attendant
discourse of “citizenship,” which, by the very idea of “the citizen’s rights”
(that is, “the rule of law”), splits the figure of the modern individual into
public and private parts of the self (as the young Marx once pointed out
in his “On the Jewish Question”), these themes have existed—in contesta-
tion, alliance, and miscegenation—with other narratives of the self and
community that do not look to the state/citizen bind as the ultimate con-
struction of sociality.28 This as such will not be disputed, but my point
goes further. It is that these other constructions of self and community,
while documentable, will never enjoy the privilege of providing the meta-
narratives or teleologies (assuming that there cannot be a narrative with-
out at least an implicit teleology) of our histories. This is partly because
these narratives often themselves bespeak an antihistorical consciousness,
that is, they entail subject positions and configurations of memory that
challenge and undermine the subject that speaks in the name of history.
“History” is precisely the site where the struggle goes on to appropriate,
on behalf of the modern (my hyperreal Europe), these other collocations
of memory.

HISTORY AND DIFFERENCE IN INDIAN MODERNITY

The cultural space the antihistorical invoked was by no means harmoni-
ous or nonconflictual, though nationalist thought of necessity tried to
portray it as such. The antihistorical norms of the patriarchal extended
family, for example, could only have had a contested existence, contested
both by women’s struggles and by those of the subaltern classes. But these
struggles did not necessarily follow any lines that would allow us to con-
struct emancipatory narratives by putting the “patriarchals” clearly on
one side and the “liberals” on the other. The history of modern individual-
ity in India is caught up in too many contradictions to lend itself to such
a treatment.

I do not have the space here to develop the point, so I will make do
with one example. It comes from the autobiography of Ramabai Ranade,
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the wife of the famous nineteenth-century social reformer from the
Bombay Presidency, M. G. Ranade. Ramabai Ranade’s struggle for self-
respect was in part against the “old” patriarchal order of the extended
family and for the “new” patriarchy of companionate marriage, which
her reform-minded husband saw as the most civilized form of the conjugal
bond. In pursuit of this ideal, Ramabai began to share her husband’s com-
mitment to public life and would often take part (in the 1880s) in public
gatherings and deliberations of male and female social reformers. As she
herself says: “It was at these meetings that I learnt what a meeting was
and how one should conduct oneself at one.”29 Interestingly, however, one
of the chief sources of opposition to Ramabai’s efforts were (apart from
men) the other women in the family. There is, of course, no doubt that
they—her mother-in-law and her husband’s sisters—spoke for the old pa-
triarchal extended family. But it is instructive to listen to their voices (as
they come across through Ramabai’s text), for they also spoke for their
own sense of self-respect and their own forms of struggle against men:
“You should not really go to these meetings [they said to Ramabai]. . . .
Even if the men want you to do these things, you should ignore them.
You need not say no: but after all, you need not do it. They will then
give up, out of sheer boredom. . . . You are outdoing even the European
women.” Or this:

It is she [Ramabai] herself who loves this frivolousness of going to meet-
ings. Dada [Mr. Ranade] is not at all so keen about it. But should she not
have some sense of proportion of how much the women should actually
do? If men tell you to do a hundred things, women should take up ten
at the most. After all men do not understand these practical things!. . .
The good woman [in the past] never turned frivolous like this. . . . That
is why this large family . . . could live together in a respectable way. . . .
But now it is all so different! If Dada suggests one thing, this woman is
prepared to do three. How can we live with any sense of self-respect then
and how can we endure all this?30

These voices, combining the contradictory themes of nationalism, patri-
archal clan-based ideology, and women’s struggles against men, and op-
posed at the same time to friendship between husbands and wives, remind
us of the deep ambivalences that marked the trajectory of the modern
private and bourgeois individuality in colonial India. Yet historians man-
age, by maneuvers reminiscent of the old “dialectical” card trick called
“negation of negation,” to deny a subject position to this voice of ambiva-
lence. The evidence of what I have called “the denial of the bourgeois
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private and of the historical subject” is acknowledged in their accounts
but subordinated to the supposedly higher purpose of making Indian his-
tory look like yet another episode in the universal and (in their view, the
ultimately victorious) march of citizenship, of the nation-state, and of
themes of human emancipation spelled out in the course of the European
Enlightenment and after. It is the figure of the citizen that speaks through
these histories. And so long as that happens, my hyperreal Europe will
continually return to dominate the stories we tell. “The modern” will then
continue to be understood, as Meaghan Morris has so aptly put it in
discussing her own Australian context, “as a known history, something
which has already happened elsewhere, and which is to be reproduced,
mechanically or otherwise, with a local content.” This can only leave us
with a task of reproducing what Morris calls “the project of positive un-
originality.”31

Yet the “originality”—I concede that this is a bad term—of the idioms
through which struggles have been conducted in the Indian subcontinent
has often been in the sphere of the nonmodern. One does not have to
subscribe to the ideology of clannish patriarchy, for instance, to acknowl-
edge that the metaphor of the sanctified and patriarchal extended family
was one of the most important elements in the cultural politics of Indian
nationalism. In the struggle against British rule, it was frequently the use
of this idiom—in songs, poetry, and other forms of nationalist mobiliza-
tion—that allowed Indians to fabricate a sense of community and to re-
trieve for themselves a subject position from which to address the British.
I will illustrate this with an example from the life of Gandhi, “the father
of the nation,” to highlight the political importance of this cultural move
on the part of the “Indian.”

My example refers to the year 1946. There had been ghastly riots be-
tween Hindus and Muslims in Calcutta over the impending partition of
the country into India and Pakistan. Gandhi was in the city, fasting in
protest over the behavior of his own people. And here is how an Indian
intellectual recalls the experience:

Men would come back from their offices in the evening and find food
prepared by the family [meaning the womenfolk] ready for them; but
soon it would be revealed that the women of the home had not eaten the
whole day. They [apparently] had not felt hungry. Pressed further, the
wife or the mother would admit that they could not understand how
they could go on [eating] when Gandhiji was dying for their own crimes.
Restaurants and amusement centres did little business; some of them
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were voluntarily closed by the proprietors. . . . The nerve of feeling had
been restored; the pain began to be felt. . . . Gandhiji knew when to start
the redemptive process.32

We do not have to take this description literally, but the nature of the
community imagined in these lines is clear. It blends, in Gayatri Spivak’s
words, “the feeling of community that belongs to national links and polit-
ical organisations” with “that other feeling of community whose struc-
tural model is the [clan or the extended] family].”33 Colonial Indian his-
tory is replete with instances in which Indians arrogated subjecthood to
themselves precisely by mobilizing, within the context of modern institu-
tions and sometimes on behalf of the modernizing project of nationalism,
devices of collective memory that were both antihistorical and nonmod-
ern.34 This is not to deny the capacity of Indians to act as subjects endowed
with what we in the universities would recognize as “a sense of history”
(what Peter Burke calls “the renaissance of the past”) but to insist that
there were also contrary trends, that in the multifarious struggles that
took place in colonial India, antihistorical constructions of the past often
provided very powerful forms of collective memory.35

There is, then, this double bind through which the subject of “Indian”
history articulates itself. On the one hand, it is both the subject and the
object of modernity, because it stands for an assumed unity called the
“Indian people” that is always split into two—a modernizing elite and a
yet-to-be modernized peasantry. As a split subject, however, it speaks
from within a metanarrative that celebrates the nation-state; and of this
metanarrative the theoretical subject can only be a hyperreal “Europe,”
a Europe constructed by the tales that both imperialism and nationalism
have told the colonized. The mode of self-representation that the “Indian”
can adopt here is what Homi Bhabha has justly called “mimetic.”36 Indian
history, even in the most dedicated socialist or nationalist hands, remains
a mimicry of a certain “modern” subject of “European” history and is
bound to represent a sad figure of lack and failure. The transition narra-
tive will always remain “grievously incomplete.”

On the other hand, maneuvers are made within the space of the mi-
metic—and therefore within the project called “Indian” history—to rep-
resent the “difference” and the “originality” of the “Indian,” and it is in
this cause that the antihistorical devices of memory and the antihistorical
“histories” of the subaltern classes are appropriated. Thus peasant/
worker constructions of “mythical” kingdoms and “mythical” pasts/fu-
tures find a place in texts that are designated “Indian” history precisely



P O S T C O L O N I A L I T Y A N D H I S T O RY 41

through a procedure that subordinates these narratives to the rules of
evidence and to the secular, linear calendar that the writing of “history”
must follow. The antihistorical, antimodern subject, therefore, cannot
speak as “theory” within the knowledge procedures of the university even
when these knowledge procedures acknowledge and “document” its exis-
tence. Much like Spivak’s “subaltern” (or the anthropologist’s peasant
who can only have a quoted existence in a larger statement that belongs
to the anthropologist alone), this subject can only be spoken for and spo-
ken of by the transition narrative, which will always ultimately privilege
the modern (that is, “Europe”).37

So long as one operates within the discourse of “history” produced at
the institutional site of the university, it is not possible simply to walk out
of the deep collusion between “history” and the modernizing narrative(s)
of citizenship, bourgeois public and private, and the nation-state. “His-
tory” as a knowledge system is firmly embedded in institutional practices
that invoke the nation-state at every step—witness the organization and
politics of teaching, recruitment, promotions, and publication in history
departments, politics that survive the occasional brave and heroic at-
tempts by individual historians to liberate “history” from the metanarra-
tive of the nation state. One only has to ask, for instance: Why is history
a compulsory part of education of the modern person in all countries
today, including those that did quite comfortably without it until as late
as the eighteenth century? Why should children all over the world today
have to come to terms with a subject called “history” when we know that
this compulsion is neither natural nor ancient?38

It does not take much imagination to see that the reason for this lies in
what European imperialism and third-world nationalisms have achieved
together: the universalization of the nation-state as the most desirable
form of political community. Nation-states have the capacity to enforce
their truth games, and universities, their critical distance notwithstanding,
are part of the battery of institutions complicit in this process. “Econom-
ics” and “history” are the knowledge forms that correspond to the two
major institutions that the rise (and later universalization) of the bour-
geois order has given to the world—the capitalist mode of production and
the nation-state (“history” speaking to the figure of the citizen).39 A criti-
cal historian has no choice but to negotiate this knowledge. She or he
therefore needs to understand the state on its own terms, that is, in terms
of its self-justificatory narratives of citizenship and modernity. Because
these themes will always take us back to the universalist propositions of
“modern” (European) political philosophy—even the “practical” science
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of economics, which now seems “natural” to our constructions of world
systems, is (theoretically) rooted in the ideas of ethics in eighteenth-cen-
tury Europe40—a third-world historian is condemned to knowing “Eu-
rope” as the original home of the “modern,” whereas the “European”
historian does not share a comparable predicament with regard to the
pasts of the majority of humankind. Thus the everyday subalternity of
non-Western histories with which I began this paper.

Yet the understanding that “we” all do “European” history with our
different and often non-European archive opens up the possibility of a
politics and project of alliance between the dominant metropolitan histo-
ries and the subaltern peripheral pasts. Let us call this the project of pro-
vincializing “Europe,” the Europe that modern imperialism and (third-
world) nationalism have, by their collaborative venture and violence,
made universal. Philosophically, this project must ground itself in a radi-
cal critique and transcendence of liberalism (that is, of the bureaucratic
constructions of citizenship, the modern state, and bourgeois privacy that
classical political philosophy has produced), a ground that late Marx
shares with certain moments in both poststructuralist thought and femi-
nist philosophy. In particular, I am emboldened by Carole Pateman’s cou-
rageous declaration—in her remarkable book The Sexual Contract—that
the very conception of the modern individual belongs to patriarchal cate-
gories of thought.41

PROVINCIALIZING EUROPE?

The project of provincializing “Europe” refers to a history that does not
yet exist; I can therefore speak of it only in a programmatic manner. To
forestall misunderstanding, however, I must spell out what it is not, while
outlining what it could be.

To begin with, it does not call for a simplistic, out-of-hand rejection of
modernity, liberal values, universals, science, reason, grand narratives,
totalizing explanations, and so on. Jameson has recently reminded us that
the easy equation often made between “a philosophical conception of
totality” and “a political practice of totalitarianism” is “baleful.”42 What
intervenes between the two is history—contradictory, plural, and hetero-
geneous struggles whose outcomes are never predictable, even retrospec-
tively, in accordance with schemas that seek to naturalize and domesticate
this heterogeneity. These struggles include coercion (both on behalf of
and against modernity)—physical, institutional, and symbolic violence,
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often dispensed with dreamy-eyed idealism—and this violence plays a de-
cisive role in the establishment of meaning, in the creation of truth re-
gimes, in deciding, as it were, whose and which “universal” wins. As
intellectuals operating in academia, we are not neutral to these struggles
and cannot pretend to situate ourselves outside of the knowledge proce-
dures of our institutions.

The project of provincializing Europe therefore cannot be a project of
cultural relativism. It cannot originate from the stance that the reason/
science/universals that help define Europe as the modern are simply
“culture-specific” and therefore only belong to the European cultures. For
the point is not that Enlightenment rationalism is always unreasonable in
itself, but rather a matter of documenting how—through what historical
process—its “reason,” which was not always self-evident to everyone, has
been made to look obvious far beyond the ground where it originated.
If a language, as has been said, is but a dialect backed up by an army,
the same could be said of the narratives of “modernity” that, almost uni-
versally today, point to a certain “Europe” as the primary habitus of the
modern.

This Europe, like “the West,” is demonstrably an imaginary entity, but
the demonstration as such does not lessen its appeal or power. The project
of provincializing Europe has to include certain additional moves: first,
the recognition that Europe’s acquisition of the adjective “modern” for
itself is an integral part of the story of European imperialism within global
history; and second, the understanding that this equating of a certain ver-
sion of Europe with “modernity” is not the work of Europeans alone;
third-world nationalisms, as modernizing ideologies par excellence, have
been equal partners in the process. I do not mean to overlook the anti-
imperial moments in the careers of these nationalisms; I only underscore
the point that the project of provincializing Europe cannot be a national-
ist, nativist, or atavistic project. In unraveling the necessary entanglement
of history—a disciplined and institutionally regulated form of collective
memory—with the grand narratives of rights, citizenship, the nation-
state, and public and private spheres, one cannot but problematize
“India” at the same time as one dismantles “Europe.”

The idea is to write into the history of modernity the ambivalences,
contradictions, the use of force, and the tragedies and ironies that attend
it. That the rhetoric and the claims of (bourgeois) equality, citizen’s rights,
of self-determination through a sovereign nation-state have in many cir-
cumstances empowered marginal social groups in their struggles is unde-
niable—this recognition is indispensable to the project of Subaltern Stud-
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ies. What is effectively played down, however, in histories that either
implicitly or explicitly celebrate the advent of the modern state and the
idea of citizenship is the repression and violence that are as instrumental
in the victory of the modern as is the persuasive power of its rhetorical
strategies. Nowhere is this irony—the undemocratic foundations of “de-
mocracy”—more visible than in the history of modern medicine, public
health, and personal hygiene, the discourses of which have been central
in locating the body of the modern individual at the intersection of the
public and the private (as defined by, and subject to negotiations with,
the state). The triumph of this discourse, however, has always been depen-
dent on the mobilization, on its behalf, of effective means of physical
coercion. I say “always” because this coercion is both originary/founda-
tional (that is, historic) as well as pandemic and quotidian. Of founda-
tional violence, David Arnold gives a good example in a recent essay on
the history of the prison in India. The coercion of the colonial prison,
Arnold shows, was integral to some of the earliest and pioneering research
on the medical, dietary, and demographic statistics of India, for the prison
was where Indian bodies were accessible to modernizing investigators.43

Of the coercion that continues in the names of the nation and modernity,
a recent example comes from the Indian campaign to eradicate smallpox
in the 1970s. Two American doctors (one of them presumably of Indian
origin) who participated in the process thus describe their operations in
a village of the Ho tribe in the Indian state of Bihar:

In the middle of gentle Indian night, an intruder burst through the bam-
boo door of the simple adobe hut. He was a government vaccinator,
under orders to break resistance against smallpox vaccination. Lakshmi
Singh awoke screaming and scrambled to hide herself. Her husband
leaped out of bed, grabbed an axe, and chased the intruder into the court-
yard. Outside a squad of doctors and policemen quickly overpowered
Mohan Singh. The instant he was pinned to the ground, a second vacci-
nator jabbed smallpox vaccine into his arm. Mohan Singh, a wiry 40-
year-old leader of the Ho tribe, squirmed away from the needle, causing
the vaccination site to bleed. The government team held him until they
had injected enough vaccine. . . . While the two policemen rebuffed him,
the rest of the team overpowered the entire family and vaccinated each
in turn. Lakshmi Singh bit deep into one doctor’s hand, but to no avail.44

There is no escaping the idealism that accompanies this violence. The
subtitle of the article in question unselfconsciously reproduces both the
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military and the do-gooding instincts of the enterprise. It reads: “How an
army of samaritans drove smallpox from the earth.”

Histories that aim to displace a hyperreal Europe from the center to-
ward which all historical imagination currently gravitates will have to
seek out relentlessly this connection between violence and idealism that
lies at the heart of the process by which the narratives of citizenship and
modernity come to find a natural home in “history.” I register a funda-
mental disagreement here with a position taken by Richard Rorty in an
exchange with Jurgen Habermas. Rorty criticizes Habermas for the lat-
ter’s conviction “that the story of modern philosophy is an important part
of the story of the democratic societies’ attempts at self-reassurance.”45

Rorty’s statement follows the practice of many Europeanists who speak of
the histories of these “democratic societies” as if these were self-contained
histories complete in themselves, as if the self-fashioning of the West was
something that occurred only within its self-assigned geographical bound-
aries. At the very least, Rorty ignores the role that the “colonial theater”
(both external and internal)—where the theme of “freedom” as defined
by modern political philosophy was constantly invoked in aid of the ideas
of “civilization,” “progress,” and latterly “development”—played in the
process of engendering this “reassurance.” The task, as I see it, will be
to wrestle with ideas that legitimize the modern state and its attendant
institutions, in order to return to political philosophy—in the same way
as suspect coins are returned to their owners in an Indian bazaar—its
categories whose global currency can no longer be taken for granted.46

And, finally—since “Europe” cannot after all be provincialized within
the institutional site of the university whose knowledge protocols will
always take us back to the terrain where all contours follow that of my
hyperreal Europe—the project of provincializing Europe must realize
within itself its own impossibility. It therefore looks to a history that em-
bodies this politics of despair. It will have been clear by now that this is
not a call for cultural relativism or for atavistic, nativist histories. Nor is
this a program for a simple rejection of modernity, which would be, in
many situations, politically suicidal. I ask for a history that deliberately
makes visible, within the very structure of its narrative forms, its own
repressive strategies and practices, the part it plays in collusion with the
narratives of citizenships in assimilating to the projects of the modern
state all other possibilities of human solidarity. The politics of despair will
require of such history that it lay bare to its readers the reasons why such
a predicament is necessarily inescapable. This is a history that will attempt
the impossible: to look toward its own death by tracing that which resists
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and escapes the best human effort at translation across cultural and other
semiotic systems, so that the world may once again be imagined as radi-
cally heterogeneous. This, as I have said, is impossible within the knowl-
edge protocols of academic history, for the globality of academia is not
independent of the globality that the European modern has created. To
attempt to provincialize this “Europe” is to see the modern as inevitably
contested, to write over the given and privileged narratives of citizenship
other narratives of human connections that draw sustenance from
dreamed-up pasts and futures where collectivities are defined neither by
the rituals of citizenship nor by the nightmare of “tradition” that “moder-
nity” creates. There are of course no (infra)structural sites where such
dreams could lodge themselves. Yet they will recur so long as the themes
of citizenship and the nation-state dominate our narratives of historical
transition, for these dreams are what the modern represses in order to be.

A postscript (1999): This chapter reproduces in an abridged form my
first attempt (in 1992) at articulating the problem of provincializing Eu-
rope. This original statement remains a point of departure for what fol-
lows. Several of the themes broached in it—the need to critique histori-
cism and to find strategies for thinking about historical difference without
abandoning one’s commitment to theory—are fleshed out in the rest of
the book. But the “politics of despair” I once proposed with some passion
do not any longer drive the larger argument presented here.




