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PREFACE

History is not ‘his story’ or ‘her story’. It is the story of the unique past of the mankind. While
modern history is backed by ample sources, the ancient history lacks sources and primarily dependant
on archaeological excavations.

The present textbook “History of India - I” is meant for the students of History (Hons) as per
the new common CBCS syllabus designed for all colleges and universities of Odisha, 2019-20. Still,
this book is very helpful for common students those who want to acquire knowledge in history or
preparing for competitive examinations. This book may also be useful for the students of other
universities across India.

Starting from early Indian Notions of History and Sources of Ancient Indian History, it goes
through the pre-historic period such as Palaeolithic, Mesolithic and Neolithic phases. It covers the
history of the first Indian civilisation (Harappan Civilisation) and sixteen Mahajanpadas, then Early
and Later Vedic Culture.

The book beautifully describes the content with attractive images, head points and bullets. For
students’ understanding, summary and model questions are given after every chapter. LMR (Last
Minutes Revision) and sets of questions will help in preparing students for the examinations.

In preparing this book, we referred both classical as well as contemporary books and different
web sources pertaining to the topics of the book. A lot of care was taken in writing content to make
the language easy as the need of common students.

Our special thanks to Mr. Niraj Pandey and Vijaya Pandey of Himalaya Publishing House Pvt.
Ltd. for their grand initiative. We are also thankful to Mr. Bijaya Kumar Ojha and his team for taking
keen interest in the publication of this book. Finally, we have a request to the readers to suggest and
share their thoughts so that improvement of this book can be made in the next edition. We hope, this
book will surely find both students and teachers very useful and fulfill their needs.

Dr. Abhijit Sahoo

Mr. Harekrushna Behera
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UNIT - I RECONSTRUCTING ANCIENT INDIAN HISTORY

Chapter

1 EARLY INDIAN
NOTIONS OF HISTORY

Objectives
This chapter deals with the following objectives:
● Understand the concept of reconstructing ancient Indian history
● Know the early Indian notions of history
● Know about the changing notions of history.

1.1 RECONSTRUCTING ANCIENT INDIAN HISTORY: AN INTRODUCTION
History is the study of past events and achievements of Man. History does not mean only the

account of the dates and events associated with the kings or dynasties, but rather it also means to study
various aspects that shaped the overall personality of the society and the people. History is an analysis
of society, economy, and cultural trends over a long period as reflected in obtainable sources. A
historian tries to evaluate totally different situations over an extended period and asks questions as to
why certain events happened and what was their impact on society at large? For this, a historian needs
source material to reconstruct the past. But sources themselves do not reveal the past. They need
interpretation and the historian makes them speak. In fact, the historian is expected to track the source,
read texts, and ask relevant questions, cross-check evidence to offer a meaningful explanation. The
study of Ancient Indian history is significant for a number of reasons, i.e.

● It informs us how, when, and where people developed the earliest cultures in our country.
● The study also indicates how they started agriculture which made life secure and settled.
● It also shows how the ancient Indians discovered and utilised natural resources, and how

they created the means for their livelihood. Therefore, it is essential to reconstruct ancient
Indian history with the help of large varieties of historical evidence and their interpretation.

1.2 EARLY INDIAN NOTIONS OF HISTORY
The notion of history is the way and methods in which history is perceived, studied, recorded and

passed on through the ages in a particular culture. Commonly, this understanding of history varied all
over the world. The tradition of writing history had not developed in ancient India as our country
could not produce the men like Herodotus and Thucydides of Greece or Livy and Tacitus of Rome.
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Many scholars particularly, the Western scholars including the historians believe that ancient Indians
had no sense of writing history and chronology, but it is not true. Of course, they did not write history
in the manner it is done today, or in the way the Greeks or Romans did. But on closer examination, we
do find some sort of historical sense amongst the ancient Indians. Besides, Hiuen Tsang, (the Chinese
pilgrim) has accepted the existence of a historical sense among Indians, as he observed the presence of
an official recorder of events in the principalities. These recorders used to record good and bad events,
calamities and fortunate occurrences in the various principalities. If chronology is the eye of history
‘ancient Indian history will always have to be blind’. If history is a scientific record of unique events
set in their correct perspective, Indians were ignorant of it. If history is an inquiry into the past with
the logical purpose of explaining its causes and consequences ancient Indians had no historical sense.
But if history is philosophy in motion, Indians could never be excelled. If history is the record of the
growth of the human mind, Indians surely have a history, although its shape and pattern may not
conform to the textbook definition of history. In fact, Indian’s sense of writing history was different
from that of the Westerners. The people from the West recorded events in chronological order while
the ancient Indians wrote in a different manner. Thus, it is incorrect to say that Indians had no
consciousness about their own history and no sense of writing history.

● In his work Tahqiq-i-Hind, Alberuni remarks that, “The Hindus do not pay much attention
to the historical order of things, they are very careless in relating the chronological
succession of their kings, and when they are pressed for information and are at a loss, not
knowing what to say, they invariably take to tale-telling”. It is striking to notice that the
genealogies of kings of various dynasties within the Puranic records, which were the
principal sources of information for him for writing his book as admitted by himself, are in
proper historical and chronological order, of course, with a few exceptions. It is paradoxical
that he calls his own works “a simple historic record of facts”, but the sources on which it is
based are spoken of as unhistorical. He presents the image of Indian civilisation as painted
by the Hindus themselves. He has himself tried to fix the chronology of some historical
events with the help of the chronological data furnished by the Hindus in different works, as
it appears from his book.

● In this regard, S.R. Sharma had justified the statement of Alberuni that his “version of the
lack of historical sense of Indians justified by the paucity of historical works properly so-
called in our country down from ancient periods. Materials from which history can be
constructed is undoubtedly available in abundance but very little of it shares the character of
regular history”. On the other hand, A.K. Majumdar asserts that “We can’t admit that the
Hindus had an incapacity for writing history and our ancestors have not bequeathed to us
any reliable historical work for the early period. They know the simple act of writing history.

● According to L.J. Trotter and W.H. Hutton “the old Hindus produced, not one historian of
even the smallest mark”. Any wise scholar can settle for such reasonably absurd remark. A
number of scholars have levelled the charges against the ancient Hindus that they wrote no
formal history at any period”. They did not have the capacity to write history. Although real
materials once abounded in India, yet we find no national history of the Hindus.

● R.G. Bhandarkar remarks, that “India has no real history, the historical curiosity of the
peoples was satisfied by legends what we find of a historical nature in the literature of the
country before the arrival of the Mahommedans, can also be disposed of. He like several
other scholars considers solely Kalhana’s Rajatarangini a historical work.
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● H. Beveridge opines that “With the exception of a work on Kashmir, the literature of India
has failed to furnish a single production to which the name of history can in any correct
sense of the term be applied. These biased remarks made within the conceptual framework
have increasingly given rise to misgivings in the minds of many. However, the subjective
elements should not be allowed to influence and overshadow our objective judgment.

● According to J.W. McCrindle “The Indians themselves did not write history. They produced
no doubt, a literature both voluminous and varied, but within its vast range, history is
conspicuous by its absence. Their learned men were Brahmins whose modes and habits of
thought almost necessarily incapacitated them for the task of historical composition…they
allowed events, even those of the greatest public moments, to pass unrecorded, and so to
perish from memory and Sanskrit literature if deficient in history and chronology. However,
his views cannot be accepted as they run contrary to the truth.

1.3 OPINIONS IN FAVOUR OF HISTORICAL SENSE IN ANCIENT INDIA
The opinion in favour of the historical sense of the ancient Indians and their historical writings, a

German Scholar, Maurice Winternitz, writes “one must not believe as it has so often been declared
that the historical sense is entirely lacking within the Indians. In India, also there has been historical
writing and in any case, we find in India numerous accurately dated inscriptions which could hardly be
the case if the Indians have had no sense of history at all. It is only truth that the Indians in their
writings of history never knew how to keep fact and fiction strictly apart, that to them the facts
themselves were always more important than their chronological order, and they attached no
importance at all especially in literary matters to the question of what was earlier or later.

● A.B. Keith rightly states “To the old complaint that India has not historians and no historical
sense it has recently been objected, doubtless with a measure of truth, that there is a certain
amount of writing and a number of facts attesting a degree of sense for history. In view of
the antiquity and the developed character of Indian civilisation, it would indeed be
ridiculous to expect to find India destitute of historical sense.” But his statements, that
despite that abundance of its literary history is so miserably represented, and that in the
whole of the great period of Sanskrit literature there is not one writer who can be seriously
regarded as a critical historian”, are not absolutely correct. He, however, admits that a
number of historical and semi-historical works were produced in ancient India. The Puranic
genealogies, the Pattavlis of the Jainas and the works of the Buddhists, according to him, are
of considerable historical value. The biographical works of Vakapatiraja, Padmagupta,
Bilhana, and others in his estimation are of greater historical value. The chronicle of Kings
of Kashmir in his opinion like that of others is the nearest approach to history. And its
author, Kalhana, is termed by him “a true historian”, who, according to him, is not an
appropriate match for Herodotus.

● A. K. Warder has strongly advocated the historical sense of the ancient Indians. He has
presented in his work abundant proofs of historical writings in ancient India. He says that it
is the superficial misconception that ancient India produced little or no historical literature.
He has firmly established that there was continuity in tradition of history writing in ancient
India from Vedic antiquity to the twelfth century A.D.

● U.N. Ghoshal, A.D. Pusalker, R.C. Majumdar, R.C. Dutt, and Romila Thapar are the noted
authorities on ancient Indian history, have proved beyond doubt that the ancient Indians had
a true sense of history and they produced historical and quasi-historical writings was
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maintained in ancient India, the historical tradition is preserved in the Epics and Puranas,
the historical biographies, historical chronicles, and other historical treaties were composed
in different parts of India, the Hindus, Buddhist, and Jainas made significant contributions to
the evolution of Historiography in ancient India.

● Radha Kumud Mookerji has correctly pointed out that “History is not merely political and
chronological and is not to individual and datable facts and events. History is more
important and interesting as a history of thought. It is a social and cultural history.

1.4 NOTIONS OF HISTORY IN ANCIENT INDIA
The people in ancient India had the notion of recording events, but due to the circular notion of

time, they recorded history in the embedded form. Embedded history are often studied from the
sources like Myth, Epic genealogy, and Itihasa-Purana traditions, which encapsulates features of what
might be seen as historical experience, the eulogies, and hero-lauds which were gradually expanded
into epic literature. The best example of ancient Indian historical writing is the Itihasa-Purana
tradition. The term used for history in early India was ‘Itihasa’, a Sanskrit word which means ‘thus it
was’ or ‘so it has been’. Although now treated as a term equal to history, it was then used in a more
comprehensive sense, which included a variety of subjects along with history. The literary meaning of
‘Purana’ is ‘old’ and it was a body of literature on the then religious and social life, which was
thought, should be preserved. The three main constituents of the Itihasa-Purana tradition are
Genealogy, Mythology and ‘Vamasanucharita’ or historical narrative. The two Epics, the Ramayana
and the Mahabharata have elements of historical tradition in the form of genealogy. The Puranas
discuss subjects like nature of creation, the relationship between men and Gods, maintenance of social
institutions, genealogies of rulers and heroes and eventual end of the universe. Embedded historical
facts are to be separated from the general contents of Itihasas and Puranas. This tradition did not
concern political history instead, showed importance to tradition of lineage in the society. This
tradition was placed within the then socio-religious context. They discuss the geographical areas
wherever events had taken place. The historicity of the Itihasa-Purana tradition is not to be verified on
the material they have, but on the method how these materials are inferred and used by historians.

From the seventh century onwards, a separate branch of ‘historical writing known as ‘historical
biographies’ came up in ancient India. They were prepared as a consequence of the formation of
regional kingdoms and written mainly by court poets at royal patronage. The important historical
biographies of early India were ‘Harshacharita’ of Bana ‘Vikramanadeva Charita’ of Bilhana,
‘Prithvirajavijaya’ of Jayanaka, and Budha Charita of Asvaghosha. Harshacharita’ of Bana of the
seventh century contains mostly rhetorical descriptions and covers the smaller period of the rule of the
king Harsha. It is a combination of historical and factious stories and shows how Harsha had attained
his fortunes. Bilhana’s work is about the heroism of his patron, the Chalukya king Vikramaditya of the
eleventh century. Jayanaka of twelfth century wrote the historical biography of the Rajput king
Prithviraj. Atula, author of ‘Mushakavamsa Kavya’ depicts the historical biography of his patron king,
Srikanta, the ruler of Kolathunad a regional kingdom in the northern part of Kerala. The dynastic
chronicle or dynastic history ’Rajatarangini’ written by Kalhana in the twelfth century is generally
accepted as the first proper historical work produced in India.

Apart from this, a large number of inscriptions also reflect the historical and chronological sense
of ancient times. These provide genealogies of kings of assorted dynasties and also refer to their
achievements. It shows that Indians had the basic knowledge of the time (period) and space where
events were taking place. The information supplied by Harisena in Allahabad pillar inscription about
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the conquest and campaigns of Samudragupta (335-375A.D.) and by Ravikirti in Aihole inscription
(634 A.D.) about the achievements of Pulakesin-II, the Chalukya ruler of Badami (610-43 A.D.),
vindicates their sense of history. Historical events were recorded in the inscriptions at the instance of
the contemporary kings so as to preserve them as records for the future. The inscriptions of Asoka,
King Kharavela of Kalinga, Rudradamana of Junagarh, the Satavahana, Harsha, the Palas, Senas,
Chalukyas, Rashtrakutas, Pallavas, Cholas, and Hoysalas are important from both historical and
chronological point of view.

1.5 CHANGING NOTIONS OF HISTORY
Many historians hold the view that the people in ancient India, in general, liked to devote their

leisure time in religious pursuits rather than writing history. They probably recorded only those events
from which they could derive some moral lesson. Therefore, the history of ancient India lay still and
undiscovered until the nineteenth century when the Britishers initiated the process of modern research
in the history of ancient India. The modern research in ancient India history began in 1765 A.D. when
East India Company took management of Bengal and Bihar. In order to administer the Hindu law,
Manu Smriti, the ancient Indian text on law was translated into English in 1776 A.D. These initial
efforts of the British to understand ancient laws and customs culminated in the establishment of
Asiatic Society of Bengal in 1784 A.D. In 1904 A.D., Vincent Arthur Smith (an Irish Indologist and
art historian) wrote Early History of India. It was the primary systematic history of ancient India. But
in this book, his approach to history was pro-British and he tried to justify the British rule in India.
The Indian scholars were disturbed about the way the British were presenting India history to their
advantage. The two notable nationalist historians R.G. Bhandarkar and V.K. Rajwade took upon
themselves the task of rewriting history to show to the world the true glory of Indian culture. The
contribution of P.V. Kane (1880–1972 A.D.) is remarkable. Kane wrote a monumental work entitled
History of Dharmasastra. It highlights the chief parts of ancient Indian society. These Indian scholars
carefully studied ancient Indian texts on polity to demon state that ancient Indians had a keen sense of
administration. After independence, a new trend in history writing took over. There was a shift
towards the writing of non-political history with larger stress on society and economy. The Wonder
that was India was one such pioneering work written by A.L. Basham (1914–1986 A.D.).

1.6 IMPORTANT FEATURES OF ANCIENT INDIAN NOTIONS OF HISTORY
The notions of history in ancient India present complex problems which were still continuing but

it is a fact that historical events were recorded in the past as well. The important features of ancient
Indian notions are as follows, i.e.

● Imaginative Faculty: In his book Indica, Megasthenes mentions that he heard from the
Indians that they had long ears, so long that they could be matched with those of an elephant,
and were so wide that the womenfolk used them to winnow grains from them. The point is
to remember that the ancient Indians were very close to the epic age when the imaginative
faculty was so strong that it could soar to any height.

● Mixture True with False Things: Alberuni, a shrewd observer of humanity, remarks that
Indians are the most paradoxical people on earth, for no one could excel them in mixing
truth with falsehood. Aryabhatta is perfectly right when he explains how the eclipse of the
moon takes place, owing to the alignment of sun, moon, and earth in a particular posture, a
scientific marvel at that period, but the entire remarkable discover is fully nullified by a rider.
Aryabhatta adds by saying that a heavenly dragon devours the moon and hence the eclipse.
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Alberuni is at a loss to understand why a scientific theory should thus be killed by a myth.
But this is Indian psychology which is equally true in the domain of history.

● Ideal than Real: Indians reside more in the realm of the ideal than the real and therefore, all
aspects of their creative genius whether in art, architecture, sculpture, painting, poetry or
drama is more concerned with a divine conception than with the depiction of reality in this
world. The Hindu art revels in variety and complexity and delights itself in rich decoration.
Even the great secular epic, the Ramayana, could pass for history from its second to the
sixth part, from Rama’s exile to his return to the kingdom but the last part in which mother
earth consumes Sita is typical of the Indian mind.

1.7 LET’S SUM UP
From the above discussions, it can be said that the early Indian notions of history were such, that

the recording of events was not given due importance. Although this has created problems in knowing
about events in India’s past, it cannot be said that early Indians had no notion or understanding of
history. History was well understood, it was only not acted upon. Historical literature of enormous size
exists, but there is hardly any history worth the name except Kalhana’s Rajatarangini, and even this is
faulty in several respects. If history is the barometer to gauge a society’s culture, and if culture is that
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, customs and any other capabilities and
habits acquired by man as a member of the society, the ancient Indians have sufficiently established
their claim to high culture, and therefore, they cannot be devoid of historical sense. The only point of
dispute is that they did riot put their ideas in the proper form, did not draw the proper conclusions.

1.8 SUMMARY
● History is the study of past events and achievements of Man. History does not mean only the

description of the dates and events related to the kings or dynasties, but rather it also means
to study various aspects that shaped the overall personality of the society and the people.

● The notion of history is the way and methods in which history is perceived, studied,
recorded and passed on through the ages in a particular culture.

● The tradition of writing history had not developed in ancient India as our country could not
produce the men like Herodotus and Thucydides of Greece or Livy and Tacitus of Rome.
Many scholars particularly, the Western scholars including the historians believe that
ancient Indians had no sense of writing history and chronology, but it is not true.

● In his work Tahqiq-i-Hind, Alberuni remarks that, “The Hindus do not pay much attention
to the historical order of things, they are very careless in relating the chronological
succession of their kings, and when they are pressed for information and are at a loss, not
knowing what to say, they invariably take to tale-telling”.

● U.N. Ghoshal, A.D. Pusalker, R.C. Majumdar, R.C. Dutt, and Romila Thapar are the noted
authorities on ancient Indian history, have proved beyond doubt that the ancient Indians had
a true sense of history and they produced historical and quasi-historical writings was
maintained in ancient India.

● The important historical biographies of early India were ‘Harshacharita’ of Bana
‘Vikramanadeva Charita’ of Bilhana, ‘Prithvirajavijaya’ of Jayanaka, and Budha Charita of
Asvaghosha. Harshacharita of Bana of the seventh century contains mostly rhetorical
descriptions and covers the smaller period of the rule of the king Harsha.
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● The inscriptions of Asoka, King Kharavela of Kalinga, Rudradamana of Junagarh, the
Satavahana, Harsha, the Palas, Senas, Chalukyas, Rashtrakutas, Pallavas, Cholas, and
Hoysalas are important from both historical and chronological point of view.

MODEL QUESTIONS

1. Fill in the Blanks
(a) __________ is the study of past events and achievements of Man.
(b) The Chinese pilgrim __________ has accepted the existence of a historical sense among

Indians.
(c) ‘Itihasa’, a Sanskrit word which means __________.
(d) __________ is the author of ‘Harshacharita’.
(e) __________ is the author of ‘Prithvirajvijaya’.
(f) __________ is the author of ‘Budha Charita’.
(g) __________ is the author of ‘Mushakavamsa Kavya’.
(h) ’Rajatarangini’ is written by __________.
(i) The information supplied by Harisena in __________ about the conquests of Samudragupta.
(j) Aihole inscription describes __________.

2. Answer the Questions in One Word OR One Sentence
(a) Who has accepted the existence of historical sense among Indians?
(b) Who was the writer of Tahqiq-i-Hind?
(c) Who are the noted historians of early ancient Indian history?
(d) What is the literary meaning of Purana?
(e) Who was Banabhatta?
(f) The dynastic history of which place has been described in the ‘Rajatarangini’?
(g) Who is the author of ‘Mushakavamsa Kavya’?
(h) Who is the author of ‘Rajatarangini’?
(i) Which inscription did supply the conquests of Samudragupta?
(j) Who did write a monumental work entitled History of Dharma Sashtras?

3. Answer the Questions In Two OR Three Sentences
(a) What is the meaning of Notions of history?
(b) Who was Al-Beruni? Write the name of his monumental work.
(c) What were the main contributions of “Itihasa-Purana” tradition?
(d) What is the meaning of embedded history?
(e) Who was the writer of “Vikramanadeva Charita” and “Harshacharita”?



8 History of India - I

4. Answer the Questions Within 75 Words
(a) Write a short note on Notions of history in ancient India.
(b) Write briefly about the features of ancient Indian Notions of history.
(c) Write a short note on “Itihasa-Purana” tradition.
(d) What are the historical biographies of ancient India?

5. Long Questions (Answer Within 500 Words)
(a) Discuss the early Indian Notions of history writing.
(b) What are the main features of the early Indian Notions of history writing?

♣ ♣ ♣
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