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ABSTRACT 

Archaeology as a subject is considered as an activity to perform with ‘past’; wherein 

past is being used as a subject of enquiry.  Hence, we can say that there is a negotiation 

which archaeologists perform between the past and their construction of the past. So, in 

principle, archaeology is entrenched in past, but it is not the past itself.  Archaeologists 

attempts to explain it with phrases of interpretation. In which there is a clear distinction 

between the ‘actual past’ which can be determined and measured within the frame or 

methods of interpretation. The second can be called ‘theory’, what archaeologists 

suggest for their narration, and the third is used as ‘evidence’ to formulate the 

interpretation. Here the aspiration is to produce a viable account of the past that 

archaeologists are fanatically working to ‘get it right’ and to ‘provide a kind of 

transcription of the past as it was’. There are always arguments among the 

archaeologists about how far these ‘historical accounts or analysis are feasibly accurate 

relating to the fact of the past’.  The discussions are centered primarily on the nature of 

interpretation, categorization of sources, and how these sources have been projected. 

Therefore, the dialogue begins at the very first moment, to measure the truthfulness of 

these analyses. How far are they correct and meet with the requirements of the historical 

reconstruction archaeological evidences? Through this paper I would like to discuss this 

methodological explanation of interpreting archaeological/historical facts, how the 

construction of past depends on its theoretical frame of analysis corroborating facts and 

interpretation. The main objective of this paper will be to throw lights on the key 

concepts of methodological explanation of archaeological interpretation.  
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 The development of archaeological studies in the Indian sub-continent began with the 

expansion of the British Empire in India, beginning from Bengal, later expanding to other 

parts of the country. We have references to ‘Chitrashala’s or similar places in early 

historical literature, but this term was used with different connotations and perspectives. In 

reality, these were confined within the boundaries of royal relations and patrons, where 
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ordinary people's involvement was prohibited.1 In the early stages of colonial expansion in 

the late eighteenth century, archaeology initially began as a mere curiosity of the British 

Officers who came to India.2 This initial curiosity quickly developed as an interest to study 

the ancient past of the country.3 Most of the studies of the British colonial officers did not 

possess any formal education in history or archaeology but gradually published their 

experiences of field surveys and documentation of archaeological and architectural remains. 

This intense inquisitive exploration of British Officers of history, archaeology, anthropology 

and languages of India awakened the native scholars to confront what they considered as 

foreign interference. The native scholars understood that the changing political situation was 

engulfing the country's cultural inheritance and that the foreign power was trying to 

establish its own cultural and intellectual supremacy over the natives.4 This attempt to 

review the colonial writings of history and archaeology resulted in a national consciousness 

to promote the struggle against the colonial power. Wealthy and educated Indians 

established various institutions to compete intellectually with the colonial institution. This 

simultaneous progress of both Indian and Foreign scholars helped develop Indian 

archaeology into a full-fledged discipline of study.5 

 

 The first impact of this kind happened in Bengal, where both the Native and British 

scholars interpreted the different aspects of history and archaeology. After establishing the 

Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1784, a new approach to studying ancient Indian history 

(Indology) was started, undoubtedly based on available scriptures and inscriptions and 

materials collected from antiquarian exploration-excavation. It was an intellectual 

engagement where scholars, both Indian and colonial, vigorously began to identify the 

ancient places mentioned in ancient manuscripts to reconstruct and prepare a chronology of 

India's ancient past. Bengal was also the geographical area of early cultural and social 

consciousness due to modern education where the progress and expansion of the 'Empire' 

had already happened. It was from these roots that intellectually the nationalist movement 

originated based on a political agenda entwined with a cultural propaganda.6 During the 

1 Vishnudharmattara Purana mentions ‘jirnauddhara’, which is specifically more religious sanctification of 
sanctuaries or sacred space, but that does not fulfil the modern understanding of conservation or preservation 
archaeological sites. Even this was a similar case in the early mediaeval period where 'temples functioned as 
social space for patronising the arts and equally an authority for its preservation. 
2 See, H.P.Ray. 2007. Colonial Archaeology of South Asia (New Delhi: Oxford University Press), 1- 15. 
3 Romila Thapar, in ‘’Ideology and the Interpretation of Early Indian History’’, in Interpreting Early India, 
argues on this post-Renaissance interest in studying the ancient world and how it has been created an 
ideological discourse. Thapar has further argued how it reflected on India's historiography as the 'interpretation 
of Indian history from the eighteenth century onwards relates closely to the world view of European, 
particularly British historians, who provided the initial historiographical base'. Romila Thapar. 1992. 
Interpreting Early India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press), 1. 
4 NayanjotLahiri in has presented a narrative of an event of theft of a sculpture of goddess which engaged a 
conversation between one British military officer and antiquarian Charles Stuart (1757-1828) and his native 
peasant. Lahiri explains how this event illustrates the process of colonisation, trying to alter, control and 
capture the existing social structure. Nayanjot, Lahiri. 2012. Marshalling the Past (Permanent Black: New 
Delhi),23-24.  
5 See Upinder Singh, A History of Ancient and Early Medieval India; from the stone age to the 12th century 
(Pearson Longman: New Delhi, 2008),7-8. 
6 Thapar explains that the idea of 'Oriental Despotism’ is not ‘new evidence which provides an alternative 
analysis, but the more careful questioning of existing sources’. Thapar, Interpreting Early India, 14. 
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early nineteenth century, national history and heritage initiated an awakening of 

consciousness against the colonial power. Though the nationalist leaders of Bengal were 

entirely propagating their own political opinions, nevertheless, they were not divorced from 

the greater aspiration of nationalism as concurrently; they were supporting the broader 

vision of Indian history and culture. Most of them had written prolifically in Bangla 

(Bengali), tracing the historicity of ancient Bengal.7 It was the formative period of 

constructing a 'Bengali Identity' supported by the area's history, archaeology, language, and 

religion. 

 

 This essay aims to identify and examine the reasons and the development of critical 

theories by Indian scholars to position the discourse of intertwined relation between 

historical interpretation and identity construction. I want to trace and build upon case studies 

where the 'past' has been used to represent the present. This essay is an overview of the 

different positions taken by historians about archaeology to supplement the study of history. 

Simultaneously, it will also discuss the interrelation between archaeology and history, which 

will bring out how archaeologists acted as intermediaries to explain the collective destiny of 

historical consciousness for creating an explanation for identity construction.8 Though the 

area of my actual study is confined to the geographical territory of Bengal, nevertheless, for 

understanding the broader perspective of theoretical explanation as to how different 

paradoxes of historical analysis have been conceived, I will look at other areas where similar 

socio-political situations led to assertions of national identity and attempts to stimulate 

historical consciousness. 

 

 The essay is intended to be a detailed survey of literature based on the thematic 

category of 'Nation, Nationalism and History' to discover the conceptual growth of historical 

studies among the places that have experienced colonial intervention in their societies. So 

within this frame, I would like to trace how archaeological interpretation unites with 

historical analysis to create identity. Also, what is the related politics and motivation which 

created an idea that historical interpretation promotes identity construction.9 This essay will 

try to identify the reasons for the emergence of the binaries between historical interpretation 

and its pivotal role in identity construction. Moreover, archaeology was portrayed as a tool 

of narration to raise the idea of nationality, describing the phases of history. There is much 

7 Sudipta Kaviraj, The Unhappy Consciousness: Bankimchandra Chattopadhyay and the Formation of 
Nationalist Discourse in India. Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998.   
8 Nayanjot Lahiri explains the nature of practising archaeology in the early days. 'It is unlikely that archaeology 
was viewed as an intellectual pursuit concerned with unravelling India's material past by the average Indian 
who happened to come in contact with its practitioners. Instead, archaeologists were generally regarded as 
persons who were part of the British Sarkar or government. Lahiri, Marshalling the Past, 29-30. 
9 Sumit Sarkar, in his article The Many Worlds of Indian Histories explains how does this new political 
situation inspired history writing, ‘history became the principal instrument for inculcating the stereotypical 
dichotomy between the backward, immobile Orient is contrasted with the dynamic, Christian and scientific 
West, thus simultaneously buttressing British self-confidence and reminding Indians of their lowly place in the 
world's scheme of things. Sumit, Sarkar, Writing Social History (Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1997), 12. 
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discussion on the different periods and cultures as far as archaeology is concerned, but 

analyses of the politics of individual aspects and different modes of historical interpretation 

have not been addressed widely. Most scholarly works circles around the stratigraphic 

understanding of cultural sequence to construct its historical chronology. However, they 

rarely discuss its narrative practices, where interpretations depend on several other external 

factors.   For example, the 'Colonial Archaeological' practice defines the term as a study of 

archaeology under colonial supremacy. However, it also entails further inspection of its 

principle and objective of analysis; how the narrative has prepared and functioned. It may 

not discuss the advancement of archaeology within academic discourse. However, questions 

about the framework within which archaeology is practised and researched. 

 

 Most previous works focus on describing archaeological findings and constructing 

their chronological, cultural assemblage. However, archaeology of ‘Archaeology’, a critique 

of the conceptual categories that underpin the issues of 'interpretation' or 'construction of 

historical knowledge' has not been undertaken. This essay aims to trace these lineaments of 

the historical interpretation as employed in the development of archaeological studies both 

as a discipline and theoretical level. The essay will focus on the encounters between 

different scholars in the creation of historical narratives. This comparative discussion will 

show how the discipline was formed by pertinent political conditions in a critical socio-

political situation, which facilitated the creation of national politics and identity and, more 

specifically, a segregated cultural identity.10 

 

 Most of the available study on this topic has dealt with either from an individual 

perspective strengthening the western narrative or making a critical approach to how the 

narrative was made due to external factors like politics, economy, and religion. In most 

cases, it has been oriented with 'Colonialism' viewing as a reason to influence historical 

interpretation. The discussion is mostly framed on jotting down the points of 'colonial 

intervention' on a particular culture and the reactions of natives to it. We can begin with a 

more specific discussion on 'colonialisation' and 'nationalism' for setting up the frame to 

observe its characteristic phenomena and later concentrate on India explicitly focusing on 

the historians who are engaged in discussing the trends of Indian history as a compound 

component instead of breaking into several regional categories. 

 

 Bernard Lewis, in his History- Remembered, Recovered, Invented, narrated how to 

distinguish the different ways of perceiving history.  Here Lewis is concerned about 

10 Edward W. Said in Orientalism; Western Conceptions of the Orient explains how this segregation have 
cultural nomenclature by a thorough process of political dynamism. 'The Orient is an integral part of European 
material civilisation and culture. Orientalism expresses and represents that part culturally and ideologically as a 
discourse that supports institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies 
and colonial style'. Edward W. Said, Orientalism; Western Conceptions of the Orient, (New Delhi: Penguin 
Books,2001), 2.  
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interpreting what happened instead of the variegated processes whereby the past is recorded 

or forgotten, recovered, explained, or explained away. So, Lewis questions the general 

understanding of the subject and how interpretation played a subtle role in understanding 

historical reconstruction. In this collection of three short essays, Lewis demonstrates a 

comprehensive process of acclimatising history through reconstructing archaeological, 

epigraphic, numismatic, or textual evidence to bridge the obstinate and its contemporary 

understanding in the present. Bernard expresses his interest in looking at the subject with its 

multi-dimensional perspective to distinguish between the layers of understanding; how 

societies perceive, use and demonstrate history to accommodate the purpose of its narration. 

His three categories, "Remembered", "Invented'' and "Recovered'' explain that different 

nodes of interpretations have been applied to construct a perception of a shared past. Lewis 

focuses on this contestation among the different examples; for instance, the present-day 

'Egyptian' identity has been inspired and recovered from the pharaonic past but contests 

their present Islamic identity. Therefore, the interrelation between three categories is 

presented through a joint discussion of historical facts instead of introducing theoretical 

frames to analyse the fact with its cause-and-effect inspection. 

 

 Similar examples of the practice of archaeology and its political implementations can 

be cited from the European context. After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the new 

nation-states that emerge from their previous political situation implied a new approach of 

history of archaeology for constructing their nationhood and used in their agencies and 

institutions as a political statement.11 Here archaeology functioned as a catalyst to form the 

political context rather than an academic discipline or its institutional form of practice. 

Therefore, there are differences between the current meaning of archaeological 

interpretation and its historical implications. In Nations before Nationalism, John Armstrong 

explains how these different purposes of usage of archaeological interpretation evolve to 

create a conceptual base for establishing the idea of cultural identity or its political 

construction of national identity. 

 

 This leads to an argument that the fundamental idea of a nation is determined by its 

intangible paradigms like language, religion, historical and anthropological interpretations. 

These can be the crucial elements for constructing national identity; as a case study, 

Armstrong explains the coherent development of Islamic and Christian cultures from 

antiquity to the nineteenth century to build up the idea of 'nation' with its diverse 

connotation with land and its people. While explaining the formative reasons, he explores 

the effects of institutions like the city, imperial polity, bureaucratic imperatives of 

11 Margarita Diaz-Andreu, Timothy Chapman, eds. Nationalism and Archaeology in Europe (San Francisco: 
Westview Press, 1996).  
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centralising power structures, and language divisions to develop ethnicity or ethnic identity. 

Armstrong's structure is a combination of different disciplines of social sciences comprising 

their subjective approaches. He explains how different disciplinary approaches like political 

science influence the mode of interpretation furnishes the focus of the argument, 

anthropology and sociology provide the conceptual framework, and history affords the 

evidence to establish its points of argument. 

 

 Therefore, it can be said that the construction of identity is primarily influenced by 

several hypothetical interpretations of facts, creating a common thread of analysis.  John 

Breuilly, in Nationalism and State, argues that historical context is the base for the 

theoretical construction of national identity. So, there is a division between the placing of 

historical evidence and its theoretical frame of analysis.  Breuilly argues that nationalism is 

a concept that should be perceived as a metaphor of politics arising through the dynamics of 

modern state machinery.12 Therefore, Breuilly is forming a coherent relationship between 

the state and identity construction. For instance, Breuilly has given examples of political 

development of central Europe and the former Soviet Union, placing with its current 

meanings and historical implications. Breuilly focuses on changing the political construction 

of 'nationalism', which also consciously forms a sense of cultural identity. He explains how 

different individual and state agencies could manipulate the 'nationalist idea' to formulate an 

opposition against the state's propagated notion of identity. This hypothesis is augmented 

with a wide range of pertinent examples showing its historical evidence, how the 

development of political consciousness translates into a cultural and national identity. 

 

 However, how can this abstract construction of nationality or national identity be 

interpreted more tangibly? Every historian faces the prime question while presenting their 

views about construction that does not have a material base. Ernest Gellner expressed this 

issue in a more particular way in his Nations, and Nationalism analyses this processual 

method of abstraction, arguing that the construction of 'Nationalism' depends on its political 

and cultural connotation. Gellner explains that the construction of nationalism is "primarily 

a political principle, which holds that the political and national unit should be congruent".  

Later he affirmatively explains how this concept could be theorised as "a theory of political 

legitimacy, which requires that ethnic boundaries should not cut across political ones, and, 

in particular, that ethnic boundary within a given state ... should not separate the power-

holders from the rest". Therefore, he presents the concurrent relationship between the 

phenomenal historical developments of society with its political achievements. He divides 

the pattern into pre and post-industrial phases to distinguish between changing political and 

12 Breuilly has mentioned how this monopolisation of power dynamics creates ideological differences between 
the state and its identity. Breuilly concepts of nationalism was aligned with political entity primarily an 
opposition of the dominant politics. Breuilly suggests that the principle of classification emergence of 
nationalist imagination should be based on the relationship between the nationalist movement and the existing 
state.  
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societal structures.  Gellner's arguments maintain a linear explanation saying ‘nationalism is 

a powerful sentiment that holds a key component of passage from an agrarian community to 

an industrial society. The latter requires a politically defined state that can create and enable 

a belonging, knowledgeable and appreciated culture'. 

 

 As discussed, the contestations among the perspectives one may ask as to a preferable 

interpretation model will lead to a linear argument for the complex understanding and 

interpretation of archaeology or history. There has to be a clear division to define the role of 

interpretation, whether it is purely functioning for creating a repertoire of knowledge or the 

purpose of manipulating the knowledge. Because argument on archaeological interpretation 

is based on its frame of analysis rather than merely presenting the facts, it left us with scope 

for politicising accurate interpretation, which may not be the only purpose of archaeological 

interpretation but as a theoretical base for political construction. In this regard, we can have 

an example of Michael Shanks and Christopher Tilley how they have argued that the 

Western interpretation model is not the universal model to interpret archaeological findings 

beyond European regions. It leads us to find an alternative frame that considers different 

stratigraphy of social and political dynamics. The authors present archaeology as a social 

mediation through its relationship between the 'Observers' and 'Observed.'13 

 

 Here the authors clarify how an archaeological explanation can be perceived with its 

context and metaphorical expression, which is the subject of interpretation for the 

archaeologist (pp.31). Therefore, the theory remains an important tool to 'observe' the 

changing contour of interpretation. At the same time, archaeologists' job as 'observers' 

implies a wide variety of theories to connect the object and its interpretation. Therefore, the 

authors have pointed out the inherent political discourses of archaeological interpretation 

that consciously work towards constructing national identity. In other words, they discuss 

the changing perception about the past as to how different social and political contexts have 

influenced it. To promote this social connection, Shanks and Tilley have discussed the 

connection between the social narrative of traditional archaeology and different systems of 

theory.14 The authors argue on the fundamental distinctions between the social system and 

its structure. It refers to the rules and concepts adopted by the structure are gives meaning to 

the system. Therefore, while giving the interpretation, archaeologists focusing on the 

context to exemplify their analysis. That is why Shanks and Tilley repeatedly stress the 

13 Michel Foucault has explained that analysing archaeological facts requires a historical discourse to find out 
the interrelations between the facts and its analysis and how it has been transformed into a conceptual 
understanding. Foucault hypotheses on different dimensions of discourse like the object of discourse, the 
author(s) of discourse, the concept used in discourse, or the theories of themes of discourse. Michel Foucault, 
Archaeology of Knowledge (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972).  
14 In this regard, we can refer to David Clarke Analytical Archaeology (1968), Colin Renfrew Emergence of 
Civilization (1972. These two significant works discussed the relationship between social theory and 
archaeological interpretation. Renfrew addressed this as an application where society is conceived as a system 
which Clark has mentioned as an intercommunicating network of attributes or entities forming a complex 
whole. David Clarke, Analytical Archaeology (London: Methuen, 1968),42.  
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'Role of Archaeologists' in creating social consciousness as the theory of archaeology is not 

separate from its practice. 

 

 This argument shows that there is a sequential development among the societies that 

have different phases of conditions to impact its narrative construction; how we make 

divisions between the methods of inspecting cultures and their different levels of 

perceptions. Bruce Trigger has divided them into three broad categories while discussing the 

inherent nature of historical interpretation, especially its entangled relationship with political 

notions, which influences their explanation. In his article Alternative Archaeologies: 

Nationalist, Colonialist, Imperialist Trigger has mentioned the commonalities and 

differences in the questions to decide the main prerequisites of the archaeologists; how they 

answer the changing social conditions to accept a reasonable frame of analysis to interpret 

the archaeological findings. Archaeology as a discipline is strongly influenced by this 

position where the countries or regions where its political occupation has theoretically 

oriented the practice. Arguing on this, the author has presented three basic types of 

interpretation in which archaeology as a discipline has been defined and examined as 

follows Nationalist, Colonialist, and Imperialist. This political categorisation is pointed 

towards the socio-political frame where the social system is based on its structural 

components. 

 

 This leads to the argument that there is always a politically biased notion of history or 

archaeology. It is not only the subject or its contextual analysis. We also have to think about 

the individual behind this job of interpretation. In his, The Past in the Future: History and 

the Politics of Identity, Jonathan Friedman has explained how the relationship between the 

practice of identity construction and its historical connotation evolves through a diversified 

manner of perceiving the facts. He argues how different historical schemes can result in 

different folds of identity construction. The author emphasises the evolving pattern of 

society and politics, which directly impetus to underpin the historical interpretation. 

Friedman argues that the consensus is to look at how 'contested representations have been 

represented with a historical paradigm.15 Therefore, he emphasises the issues of analysing 

'social and historical contexts which have produced these 'realities' on account of perceiving 

the practice of identity construction and schematic production of historical methods. 

 

 Therefore, we can say that the context remains the prime concern for the 

archaeologists for subjective interpretation of historical facts. It depends on how the usage 

of archaeology can form a political understanding, specifically in the case of building up the 

15 Zygmunt Bauman has explained the political meaning of 'representation': 'Representation as a political 
phenomenon is many borders, dynamical and determined by the context that is often assumed'. So, it means it 
is not a stable entity as it requires alterations to renew its contextual meaning and purpose. Zygmunt Bauman, 
Hermeneutics and Social Science (New York: Routledge, 2010),12-14. 
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national characters. Philip Kohl and Clare Fawcett have tried to examine this issue of 

deviant use of archaeology or history for political purposes. In their Nationalism, Politics 

and the Practice of Archaeology, they have explained different case studies providing 

vibrant examples of myriad use of archaeological science or interpretation which interplays 

between official dogma and academic explanations. The authors say that archaeological 

interpretation is a narrative creation that has both scientific and political discourses. So, the 

interpretation is a reconstruction of the past that must adhere to scholarly standards of logic 

and evidence. However, emphasises has also been given on its perception of how it has been 

represented. 

 

 The authors have given examples of Nazi Germany, former Soviet Union in 

comparison with the lesser-known exceptional cases like China, Japan and Korea, along 

with special mention about Islamic states of the Near East. In these cases, archaeological 

interpretation has functioned as a literary enterprise and a fully complex ideological 

comprehension for building up a political association with the past. A compendium of 

different articles, this case study offers the concern of political ideas, which has been 

exemplified with different situations of archaeological interpretations. In an introduction 

and conclusion, the authors have attempted to draw attention to the collective measures of 

usage of archaeology for political purposes and warn how the practitioners should be careful 

about their interpretation and narratives. 

 

 We see that the political construction of archaeological interpretation is based on a 

procedure that is not different from the selection of the evidence and its representation.  It is 

a complex process to represent accurately ‘the ideals and ideas which inform human conduct 

across the cultural barrier’. As Edward Luttwak said, 'To write the history of other 

civilisations, then, means to contend with difficulties at every turn, but if the difficulties are 

confronted, there is a hidden compensation in the endeavour: with the search for valid 

interpretations of the ideas of others. As we see our discussion how different theoretical 

frame makes a varied understanding about archaeological interpretation. Therefore, the 

historical construction is also befitted with the notion of their paradigm of analysis.16 If we 

look at the Asian context, especially in South Asia, it has a diverse method of negotiating 

with its ancient past. Here the complexity is not confined within the interpretation or 

representation of archaeology to reconstruct the history. However, the problem is more deep

-rooted, as addressed by Dilip Chakarabarti. 

 

 ‘If archaeology has not been allowed to be a part of Indian mainstream historical 

16 Michel Foucault in The Order of Things has categorised this as 'all designation must be accomplished using 
a particular relation to all other possible designations. To know what properly appertains to one individual is to 
have before one the classification- or the possibility of classifying-all others'. Michel Foucault, The Order of 
Things (New York: Pantheon Books, 1970). 
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education . . . that is because there is no deep-felt need to work out a different concept of the 

ancient Indian past based on the increasingly diverse dimensions of modern archaeology.'17 

 

 It has been said that the colonial intervention of studying the ancient past was a quest 

for scientific knowledge, which suggests the development of archaeology in India. 

However, is not knowledge also the other dimension of power to control the political system 

and make its version of interpretation? There is no definite answer to this question, but one 

of the drawbacks is that archaeological interpretation is mainly defined as the writing of 

history, at least into the academic discourse. It is conceptualised that archaeological 

evidence will be conceived as facts of history. Instead of making it a completely 

independent discipline, archaeology became part of a larger academic discourse of historical 

studies. Even today studying ancient Indian history is merged with the discipline of 

archaeology. 

 

 Romila Thapar, in her Interpreting Early India, has mentioned this complexity as to 

how difficult it is to take out Indian history from its preconceived frame of analysis. Thapar 

has provided various methodological approaches to how Indian history has been viewed and 

transmitted from its coloniser tutor to colonised pupil.  Her basic questions are framed into 

the analysis of interpreting historical facts, which contest other well-established perspectives 

and common beliefs about Indian history. Specifically, her emphasis was on the tradition of 

writing history in India, which has been countered by looking at historical interpretation 

differently.  She attempted to explore the diverse method of writing history in pre-colonial 

political situations transforming into the later colonial rule. Thapar mentioned this process 

as 'embedded history', where history is embodied with archaeological evidence. 

 

 This complexity of perceiving different historical phases or, say, Partha Chatterjee has 

further argued different histories.  The Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial 

Histories, Chatterjee has explained this binary of the creative and powerful results of the 

nationalist imagination in Asia and Africa posited not on identity but the difference with the 

nationalism propagated by the West. Augmenting this point, Chatterjee has pointed out 

scholarly mistakes of likening political nationalism with the western idea of 'nationalism'. 

This leads him to emphasise the contradiction between the anti-colonialist and nationalist's 

perspectives focusing on how these two rivalries have produced their domain of sovereignty 

within the preview of colonial supremacy. Even before beginning their political battle with 

the imperial power, they divided the context into an incomplete understanding; these 

nationalists sought their cultural milieu into material and spiritual domains depending on the 

17 Dilip. Chakrabarti, Colonial Indology: Socioplotics of the Ancient Indian Past (New Delhi: 
MunshiramManoharlal, 1997), 213. 
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claim of spiritual construction.18 Chatterjee shows that the emergence of political 

consciousness transformed with religious imagination was the main force behind creating an 

imagined presence of the Nation. For that, the examples were drawn from literary sources in 

which language has played a pivotal role. Through this, Chatterjee argued for an alternative 

paradigm of perceiving 'Nation' or 'Nationalism' which does not fit the standard western 

notion of perceiving Nation.19 

 

 However, this alternation was not only confined within its political discourse. It was 

very much prominent in historical interpretation, specifically interpreting the history of 

ancient India. As the initiative of studying India's ancient past was taken by European 

scholars, but within a very few years, some native historians also started a confrontation 

with the colonial narrative and were trying to project an alternative narrative.  Dilip K. 

Chakrabarti titled this confrontation between these two groups of historians as the birth of 

'Colonial Indology'. This meant even though there was a contestation for promoting the 

narrative done by the native historians, that was not free from the colonial contamination of 

theoretical analysis. In his Colonial Indology: Sociopolitics of the Ancient Indian Past, 

Chakrabarti has examined how colonial interests manipulated Indians to perceive their 

explanation while looking at the ancient past of their country. Chakrabarti has mentioned 

what factors were functioning behind creating this historical dynamism of writing of history. 

The critical elements of this dynamism were racial background influenced by language and 

culture, even at specific points, religious fanaticism.20 However, the success of these 

paradoxes can be measured as the emergence of 'nationalist historians.' However, there is 

significantly less difference between the nationalist and colonialist, as the nationalist group 

has adopted the frame of analysis started by colonial scholars in most cases.21 So, the frame 

of analysis largely remained unchallenged as the nationalist historians were preferred to 

address the minor issues than the larger perspective of Indian history. 

 

 This consideration of different treatments of historical interpretations diffuses an array 

of nationalistic approaches towards archaeology and history. As a discipline, there is a thin 

line to distinguish between the writing of scientific history or archaeological investigation. 

As the earliest colonial archaeologists like James Fergusson, Alexander Cunningham has 

created a textual interpretation of the subject; mainly, they have attached particular histories 

19 In Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A Derivative Discourse? (Delhi, 1986) Partha Chatterjee has 
explained the distinction between the pre-colonial and colonial representation of history. Chatterjee explained 
this representation as ‘total rupture’ making the former more attractive and glorious confronting the colonial 
structure of knowledge production. Partha Chatterjee, Nationalist Thought and the Colonial World: A 
Derivative Discourse? (New Delhi: Zed Books, 1986).   
20 The preface of the first edition of Ancient India R. C. Majumdar has questioned V.A. Smith's Early History 
of India. Majumdar mentioned that Smith's work is incomplete and 'rudimentary' in terms of its historicity as 
Smith has only focused on the political history never attempted to understand the political situation with its 
social context. 
21 H.C. Raychaudhury in his Political History of Ancient India is an example of a similar endeavour. 
Raychaudhuy has tried to break this frame and offered an alternative methodology. In the preface of the first 
edition of this book, Raychaudhury mentioned his discomfort with the Cambridge History of India of E.J. 
Rapson and the Ancient Indian Historical Tradition of F.E Pargiter. 
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into the subjects they were dealing with. Though pure academic interests and activities have 

been conducted both at individual and institutional levels, that was also not beyond the 

questions of political supremacy. Tapati Guha-Thakurata, in her Monuments, Objects 

and Histories: Institutions of art in colonial and post-colonial India, has demonstrated the 

convergence of the twin histories of these institutions and archaeology in the early 

nineteenth century by exemplifying the transformation of these centres of institutions from 

an archaeological repository of histories to the repositories of the Nation's artistic 

achievements. Guha-Thakurata addresses the modes of convergence of the twin histories of 

archaeological explorations and their historical construction. Here, Guha-Thakurata 

emphasises the genealogies of history and archaeology to mount an analysis between the 

archaeological relics and the frame of historical interpretations. Guha-Thakurata has 

emphasised how an object and its history can be implied to create a national character 

through art historical analysis. At the same time, these characteristics have been used as an 

agenda for political consciousness. Here, Guha-Thakurata explains how history has been 

represented with its twofold applications for creating national character idioms and a 

historical chronology. 

 

 In conclusion, we can say the conflicts over the representation, manipulation of 

knowledge and identity construction have been correspondences of different European 

agencies. Edward Said has examined this appropriation of the European model and its 

counter versions as dynamism as a power politics between the coloniser and colonised. 

However, Western demonstration's power is not always successful as we see the analysis of 

historical facts is not constantly scrutinised. The colonised expressions are perceived as the 

victimised subject or kept under strict scrutiny. As Edward Said argued on Culture & 

Imperialism (1994), 'the power to narrate or block other narratives from forming and 

emerging is significant to culture and imperialism.'22  It signifies that the transformation of 

ideas is based on their representations, but those ambivalent interpretation elements create 

contentious identities. In conclusion, it can be said that its narration and analysis define the 

production of historical interpretation. 

 

 Accurate archaeological knowledge is a scrutinised structured analysis of facts and 

their representations.  As there is always a tension between theory and practice and 

archaeology embodies this contradiction. In Changing Configurations: The Relationships 

Between Theory and Practice, Ian Hodder mentioned that 'Throughout its history 

archaeology has tended to deal with this tension by being circumspect about theory and 

devoting itself to a common-sense view'.  In 1982 Philip Barker argued that we must be 

22 Edward Said, Culture & Imperialism (London: Vintage Books, 1993), xiii. 
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careful 'to keep the interpretation separate from the evidence on which it is based. So, 

archaeologists always function in twisting the nature of interpretation, 'trying to grasp theory 

and date into a coherent whole.  
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