
History 136: South Asian History since 1750 

Spring 2008 

T & Th 11 am - 12.15 pm 

 

Professor: Yasmin Saikia 

Office: 501 Hamilton Hall 

ext: 3961 

Email: Saikia@email.unc.edu 

Office Hours: T: 1-3 pm, Monday – 1-2 pm (on line)   

         

Course Description 
 This course is an introduction to modern India.  Traditionally, in Indian history the period 

between 1750 (toward the end of the Mughal rule) to 1947 (end of British colonialism) is 

considered modern India.  This periodization is highly problematic, since it endows on the period 

of colonialism (the most exploitative phase of South Asian history), the label modern, which, in 

turn, qualifies it as advanced, progressive, developed, etc.  In this course, we will move beyond 

and away from the colonial paradigm to investigate major political, social, economic, and 

cultural issues from 1750 to the present to understand modern South Asia.  We will rethink if 

colonial India should continue to be labeled modern?  We will explore if colonialism modernized 

the people of the subcontinent and what were the effects?  What were the developments in the 

postcolonial period?  We will focus on the processes of historical production, question power 

and subjectivity, and investigate political and economic shifts in the subcontinent.  We begin this 

course with the premise that the period under investigation is not cohesive, but characterized by 

several disjunctures that have left lasting impacts on the peoples and cultures of South Asia.  

  We will begin with an overview of pre-modern India, and quickly move on to the end of 

Mughal rule and beginning of British colonialism.  Here we will investigate the working of the 

colonial state and the transformations affected in administrative, political, economic, and cultural 

spheres.  We will then investigate the anti-colonial struggles leading to the creation of India and 

Pakistan.  Thereupon, we will explore the breakdown of Pakistan in 1971, and the emergence of 

Bangladesh.  Finally, we will focus on the challenges that these postcolonial nations face today.  

Even after fifty years of independence these countries continue to be very poor; adult illiteracy is 

astounding; social problems are many; while political corruption is rising; religious politics is 

creating hatred between the Hindus and the Muslims; gender violence and environmental 

degradation are destroying the fabric of community and culture.  Is there a way out of the 

postcolonial mess?      

 

The objectives of this course will be  

 a. Explore and interpret the major historical events and actors  

 b. Investigate the two main themes - colonialism and nationalism in South Asia 

 c. Document the human cost of nation-state building  

 d. Analyze postcolonial problems   

  

Scope and Methodology  
 In addition to the recommended text books, students will be required to read several 

sections that I will put on Blackboard.    



 The class will follow a lecture and discussion format.  I will provide you with the 

background information and situate the problems for you to initiate a discussion with your TA.  

Discussion will be graded.  Discussions should engage with the readings, the viewpoints of the 

different historians, the materials they use to develop an argument, etc.  Ask: can we argue it 

differently given the same information?  Can there be an alternative telling of the same episode?  

How does “position” determine outcome for both actors and narrators of history?  These are 

some guidelines.  I would encourage you to develop different and original questions and suggest 

new viewpoints.  To be able to follow class lectures and participate in the discussions you must 

come prepared for every class meeting.      

 

Books available in the Bookstore 
Barbara and Thomas Metcalf, Concise History of India 

Ruth Jabwala, Heat and Dust 

William Darymple, City of Djinns 

James Norton, ed, India and South Asia, VIII edition. 

 

Grading 
 Grading will be based on: 

a. Attendance: 5%   Attendance is compulsory.  Since you do not have a background in South 

Asian history it will not be easy for you to learn about this new area and culture without 

attending class lectures.  More than two absences will be penalized.  Every absence thereafter 

will result in 1 point being taken off.  If you have complete attendance you are guaranteed 5%.  

 

b. Participation, Discussion, and Response papers (20%).  Since South Asia is a new area you 

will learn best if you exchange your viewpoints and share them with your peers.  To enable each 

of you to have a chance at expressing your viewpoints, you will be asked to lead one group 

discussion.  Your TA will pass a sign up sheet.  Carefully look at the syllabus and decide the day 

you want to lead a discussion-group.  There will be four or five group leaders for each discussion 

day.  The discussion grade will be 10%.  At the end of the discussion you should write a one-

page summary of the points and the outcome of your group‟s discussion.  The remaining 10% 

will be for participation during recitation and in class.     

 

c. Short Papers: First paper will be for 10% and the second for 15%.  You will have to write 

two papers in this course, each four to five pages.  The first paper is due on 21
st
 Feb. and the 

second on 8
th

 April.  Please turn in a paper copy of your assignment on the assigned day.  Your 

first paper will be a critical book review of City of Djinns.  Besides addressing the general 

issues covered in the book, your paper should be a critical evaluation of an issue/representation.  

You can integrate materials from the required reading section to write the paper.  Avoid long 

descriptions.  Your second paper will be a critical review of Heat and Dust.  Below are some 

guidelines how to write a paper.  Additionally, I will give you a hand-out how to write history 

papers and critical book reviews. * Additionally, there will be a writing workshop in class on 

Jan 29, 2008.  
 

All essays will be graded on the basis of the following criteria: 

 1. Level and Analysis of Argument: Present a thoughtful argument and interpretation, not 

a descriptive summary of facts.  



 2. Corroboration and Evidence: Support your thesis with relevant materials and scholarly 

arguments. Please do not use internet sites for your information.  I would like to know author‟s 

name and year of publication for all citations. 

 3. Clarity and Composition: You must present your evidence and express your argument 

in a clear, comprehensible manner.  

 

d. Map test (10%): In the beginning of the semester, I will provide you a blank map of South 

Asia - India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh and the place names I would like you to identify over the 

course of the semester.   Before the mid-term break, you will be asked to identify some of the 

place names in an in-class test.    

 

e. Exams.  You will have two exams in this class.  A mid-term and a final.  Mid-term exam. 

(15%).  The mid-term will be a combination of objective and essay questions.  It will be an in-

class exam.  The final exam will be a paper and will be 25% of your total grade.  I will 

distribute a list of possible questions from which you will be tested.  We will decide these essay 

questions as we progress in the semester.  

 

Class Schedule 

 

Jan 10 

Introduction and Overview 
Video: The Delhi Way 

(Read: David Ludden, „Inventing Ancient Civilizations,‟ pp. 5-41)  

 

Jan 15 and 17 

Mughals and the end of an Era 
Metcalf, Concise History, pp.14-44 

Ludden, „Medieval Empire, Modern Threshold,‟ pp. 81-95 

 

Jan 22 

Age of Rivalries  
Cynthia Talbot, „Inscribing the other, inscribing the self - Hindu-Muslim identities in pre-

colonial India,‟ Comparative Studies in Society and History, v. 37 (Oct. „95), pp. 692-722 

Metcalf, Concise History, pp.44-81 

 

Jan 24 

The Revolt of 1857 
C. A. Bayly, Cambridge History, pp. 169-199 

Metcalf, South Asia, pp. 93-114 



David Baker, „Colonial Beginnings and the Indian Response: The Revolt of 1857-58 in 

Madhya Pradesh,‟ Modern Asian Studies, v. 25 (July „91), pp. 511-43 

 

Jan 29        

Writing Workshop 

(Start Reading City of Djinns) 
 

Jan 31 and Feb 5 

Representing Colony back Home 
C.A. Bayly, „Exhibiting the Imperial Image,‟ History Today, v. 40 (Oct. „90), pp. 12-18 

Carol Breckenridge, „The Aesthetics and Politics of Collecting,‟ Comparative Studies in 

Society and History, v. 31 (April „89), pp. 195-216 

R. W. Lightbrown, „British Views of India,‟ in History Today, v. 32 (June 1982) 

 

Feb 7 and 12 

Recovery, Reform and Women   

Metcalf, Concise History, pp. 81-91, 114-122   

Parama Roy, Indian Traffic, pp. 92-127 

Lata Mani, „Contentious Traditions: The Debate on Sati in Colonial India in Recasting 

Women, pp. 88-126 

Susie Tharu, „Tracing Savitri‟s Pedigree,‟ in Recasting Women, pp. 254-268 

 

Feb 14 

Clarification of doubts 

 
Feb 19 and 21 

Education in British India 
J.B. Harrison, „English as a University Subject in India and England,‟ in Transmission of 

Knowledge, pp. 155-186 

David Lelyleld, Aligarh’s First Generation, pp.2-20, 204-252 

Gauri Viswanathan, Masks of Conquest, pp. 23-67 

 
Feb 26 and Feb 28 

Economic Drain and Resistance 
R.P. Dutt,  India Today, pp.  

Sumit Sarkar, Modern India 1885-1947, pp. 12-42 

P. Chaterjee, The Colonial State and Peasant Resistance in Bengal 1920-1947,‟ Past and 

Present, no. 110 (Feb. „86), pp. 169-204  

I. Habib, „Studying Colonial Economy without Perceiving Colonialism,‟ Modern Asian 

Studies, v. 19 („85), pp. 355-381 

 

March 4 

Mid-Term Review 

 
March 6 

Mid Term Exam  



 

March 11 and 14 – Spring Break 

Start Reading Heat and Dust 

 
March 18  

The Congress and National Politics 
Metcalf, Concise History, pp.123-131, 150-155, 162-166  

 

March 20  

The Advent of Gandhi 

Metcalf, Concise History, pp. 167-202 

  

March 25 and March 27 

Multiple Imaginings of Nationhood 
Hays, Sources of Indian Tradition, vol. II, pp. 226-229, 250-270, 291-295, 297-304, 306-

307, 317-319, 327-332.   

Metcalf, Concise History, pp. 203-217 

Barbara Metcalf, „Imagining Community‟ in Kenneth Jones, Religious Controversy in 

British India, pp. 229-40 

 

April 1  

Partition of India and Pakistan 
Menon & Bhasin, Borders and Boundaries, pp. 65-126 

Mushirul Hasan, Partition, the Human Cost, History Today, v. 47 (Sept. „97), pp. 47-53 

 

April 3  

The Breakup of Pakistan: 1971 

India and South Asia, pp. 23-24 

Saikia, History on the Line: Beyond the Silent Archive, pp. 275-287   

 

April 8 

India Since Independence 

India and South Asia, pp. 34-45 

 

April 10 
India and South Asia, pp. 68-74, 178-187, 189-190 

 

April 15 
India and South Asia, pp. 75-79, 108-110, 191-198 

 

April 17 

Regionalism and Communalism in India 

Sections from the video: In the Name of God  

Peter van der Veer, Ayodhya and Somnath: Eternal Shrines, Contested Histories,‟ Social 

Research, v. 59 (Spring „92), pp. 85-109  

India and South Asia, pp. 94-97, 129-132, 148-151 



 

April 22 

Review of Final 

 

April 24 

Wrap Up 
 


