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Like most nerds, I cluttered my child-
hoodwith comic books about fantasy
and history. These included the in-
imitable (if occasionally racist) As-

terix series, whose breezy defiance of empire
still strikes a chord in me. They also included
many editions of Amar Chitra Katha stories. I
remember their depiction of Indian heroes re-
sisting centuries of foreign invasions, from
the Huns to Muslims to the British. Often,
whether through chemicalmistake ordeliber-
ate design, these invaders were coloured
green as if they weremonsters, more like orcs
than humans (Indians, of course, were always
a beaming, Fair & Lovely pink). Both in narrat-
ive and pigment, the noble natives were
clearly separated from the alien outsiders.

However simplistic that may seem, this re-
mains theprevailing viewof history outsideof
academia both in India and Pakistan: India
buffetedby a series of invasions, conqueredby
various peoples whowere essentially not Indi-
an. Numerous scholars have shown how the
British, in justifying their own rule in the 18th
and 19th centuries, promulgated this under-
standing of Indian history. Nevertheless,
Hindu nationalists andmany avowed secular-
ists and pluralists still imagine the past this
way, seeing dynasties like the Mughals as ex-
emplars of “foreign” domination.

In Pakistan, too, history is bracketed in
terms that divide Muslim and Hindu. Under
General Zia ul-Haq, school textbooks traced
“the foundation of Pakistan” not to the 1947
partition but to 712 AD, the date of the con-
quest of Sindh by the teenage Arab general
Muhammad bin Qasim. This ancient cam-

paign wasmade to seem an epochal moment,
when the tectonic plates of history buckled
and collided and a new world emerged from
their tremors. Muhammad bin Qasim’s story
gifted a sense of antiquity to a nation-state re-
ally born in 1971.

What was the source of this story? Aside
frommeagre mentions in a few Arabic chron-
icles, we have very little contemporary evid-
ence for the invasion of Sindh. The most
substantial account of the episode can be
found in the Chachnama, a text
composed in the 13th century
(five centuries after Muhammad
bin Qasim’s campaign). Written
in Persian, the Chachnama has
long been assumed to be a
translation of an 8th-century Ar-
abic tale. The Chachnama con-
tains the narrative of the arrival
of Arab Muslim armies in Sindh,
the exploits of Muhammad bin
Qasim, and the systematic cap-
ture of Sindh’s cities and fortresses.

On its face, it seems very much of a piece
with the wider genre of the fathnama, the
“bookof conquest”. In the eyes of Pakistani na-
tionalists, the text pulls Pakistan away from
the subcontinent towards Arab traditions and
lineages. It offers a mythology of the coming
of a benevolent Islam to South Asia. Hindu na-
tionalists in India point to the Chachnama for
evidence of historical wrongs. It appears to
frame the relationship between Muslims and
Hindus as those between foreigners and indi-
genes, subjugators and subjugated. Reading a
translation of the text in Karachi in 1981, VS

Naipaul likened the book to a chronicle of the
Spanish conquest of Mexico.

This is the domain of the Amar Chitra Katha
comic, of embattled natives and imperious
foreigners. But a fascinating recent study by
the historianManan Ahmedquestions each of
the major assumptions associated with the
Chachnama. In A Book of Conquest, Ahmed ar-
gues for a very different interpretation of the
supposedly “foundational” text.

Ahmed traces how the understanding of
the Chachnama was moulded by colonial and
nationalist historians, how it “goes froma text
about political theory of rule or social coexist-
ence to one selectively interpreted to
represent Muslim tyranny, temple de-
struction, and forced conversions.”

The bulk of his book, however, is a close
reading of the Chachnama itself, producing a
number of revelations.

Perhaps most controversially, Ahmed con-
tends that the book was composed originally
in Persian in the 13th century and that it isn’t a
translationof anArabic account fromthe time
of Muhammad bin Qasim. Instead, the Chach-
nama is an “Indic text” steeped in the concerns
of medieval Sindh and replete with the in-
fluence of Sanskritic traditions. It stresses ac-
commodation and alliance between
communities. Ahmed also brings overdue at-
tention to the first part of the Chachnama,
which tells the story of pre-Islamic Sindh, fo-
cusing on the rule of the Brahmin king Chach
and his relations with Hindus and Buddhists
around the realm. The text does not “de-
nounce” this pre-Islamic past. Rather, Chach
serves as a model of ethical kingship, one
continuedbyMuhammadbinQasimand then
juxtaposed remarkably at the end by the cor-
ruption of the Caliph at the heart of Islamic
power. The Chachnama concludes with a cri-

tique of the Caliph spoken by a
female Hindu slave.

Ahmed’s re-reading will no
doubt provoke scholars in both
Pakistan and India. It cuts
against the grain of the way the
Chachnama has been discussed
and taught for centuries. Though
its rigorously argued style may
nothelpwin the readership it de-
serves outside academia, the
book comes at a pivotal time.

It is getting harder to study and interpret
ancient texts without angering zealots,
without attracting the righteous fury of ac-
tivists and internet keyboard warriors. Un-
deterred, we must continue to look critically
at the sources that undergird our understand-
ings of South Asian history. “Our scholarship
cannot continue to insist on ‘Muslim pasts’
and ‘Hindu pasts’ as hermetically sealed cate-
gories,” Ahmed urges. “We need new histories
of our collective pasts, for we continue to see
all pasts through creedal differences.”

t@kanishktharoor

Maverick A Book of Conquest by Manan Ahmed (above) offers an against-the-grain interpretation of the
Chachnama, a 13th-century Persian text about the exploits of Muhammad bin Qasim image courtesy@sepoy
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The prevailing reading of history in both India and Pakistan is a narrative of embattled
natives and imperious foreigners

Thepast asweperceive it

QIt is getting harder to
study and interpret
ancient texts without

angering zealots
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In What is Remembered, Suketu Mehta’s
first published work since the hyper-en-
ergetic and hyper-successful Maximum
City, Mahesh is a Gujaratimanwho lands

in New York, experiences a static shock on the
carpet of the airport and forgets his mother’s
name. No, that is not a spoiler, merely the first
paragraph of the book. Slowly, over the years,
Mahesh forgets most of his past. The 14,000-
word novella, published by Juggernaut, is a
whimsical account of Mahesh trying to frame
a past in order to anchor his present. Through
the grocery stores and taverns of Jackson
Heights, Mahesh encounters an Expert Liar, a
magical remote control and a man who im-
plores that his heart be listened to.

On a static-filled phone line fromNew York,
Mehta talked about whymemory is central to
the immigrant experience.

While the book is called What Is
Remembered, isn’t the essence ofMahesh’s

trauma in what is forgotten?
Yes, it could well be calledWhat is Forgotten or
What is Recovered. I was looking at the ways in
which the memories we have of
our childhood are often fake. In
my own experience, what I had
remembered of Jackson Heights
of my childhood, I realised, of-
ten contrasted and clashed with
realitywhen Iwentback to see it.
That clash of what is real and
what is not is what I wanted to
explore. It is also important to
remember that much of what
Mahesh experiences is not in India but in Jack-
son Heights, which is a bit of a middle world.
That is fertile territory for a fictionwriter.

This book is a fictional exercise, an offshoot of
the big book you have beenwriting on
immigrants.What exactly is the process a
person goes throughwhen he adopts one

country and abandons another, so to speak?
In the beginning, I found that the immigrant
experience is one of forgetting. A lot of people
who come into the United States are leaving
their history behind — personal and political.
There is a long traditionof that— the Jewswho
left Europe, the Puritans who left England.
Many of the Indians who migrate, when they
come here they immediately reinvent them-
selves. I am fascinated, especially, in how they
rename themselves. Motilal becomes Mac. Or
Haresh becomes Harry. And sometimes that
reinvention, or forgetting, reaches epic pro-
portions. For instance, Bobby Jindal, the
former governor of Louisianadeclared that he
was not Indian-American, he was just Amer-
ican, that there was nothing Indian about
him. But his real name was Piyush! Who’s go-
ing to vote for President Piyush? In fact, a very
entertaining hashtag took off called
#Bobbyjindalsowhite.

OnceMahesh starts discovering bits about his
past— real or otherwise—he seems unable
to continue to anchor his present without a
past. The idea that there cannot be a present
without a past…
Often there is a tippingpoint. I found this hap-
pening to a friend of mine in Paris. He is a Gu-
jarati filmmaker, but he was a Frenchman for
all intents and purposes. He even changed his
name to soundmoreFrench,marriedaFrench
woman. He was, I found out, from a village in
Saurashtra, but it would be impossible to
meet him and see that. Oncemymother came
visiting and I was living in Paris and shemade
this dinner of roti,baat, shak; the classic Gujar-
ati deathbedmeal.
He ate three rotis my mother made hot off

of the stove, and started weeping. And all
these memories came out. He sat there and
told me about his parents and how he hadn’t
met them in the longest time. He started talk-
ing about his childhood. And I had known
him for a few months by then, but he had
nevermentioned any of this.

He spoke English with a French accent.
Then, all of a sudden he began to speak in Gu-
jarati, with a sort of Kathiawadi accent. And
what had set all of this off was the roti, which
penetrated some fortifications he had built
around himself. He felt that in order to be
French, he had to completely lose his past.
There are a lot of people like that.

But then there are people, say Indian hipsters,
who live in India and yet are completely
disconnected from its past.What explains
that phenomenon?
There are non-resident Indians and non-Indi-
an residents. I know people who live in Mum-
bai and who know where to get the best foie
gras in Paris but have no idea where to get the
bestbhel-puri in their city. But themost foreign
country formost of us is childhood.Wherever
weare,whatweare aspiring for is that connec-

tion with childhood. We need to
understandwherewe came from
in order to know how to go
ahead.

When are you expected to finish
the big book on immigrants?
I have been working on it for
many years now and, like Max-
imumCity, it is takingmuch long-
er than I thought it would. I am

following a group of people over several years
and they are mostly, but not all, immigrants.
The working title of the book is City of the
Second Chance. I am writing the last chapter.
All I can say is that I want to get it done with
andmove on to new projects.

veena venugopal

Memories ofmy
melancholy others
Suketu Mehta’s new novella follows a man who has to
imagine a past to anchor himself in the present

QThemost foreign
country for most of
us is childhood
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Total recall According to Suketu Mehta (above), there is a tipping point where drowned pasts come
swimming back to surface the hindu archives

C
M

Y
K

B
Link_Im

positionform
D

elhi/1
A

_07
U

ser:
cci

23:28:11
R

eplate
R

eason:


