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Abstract: 

Formulating on Gramsci’s concept of the subaltern The Subaltern Studies Group question the 
authenticity of colonialist and nationalit history to find out the lacuna in the body of those works 
that suppress the voice of the ‘ other’. The paper aims at exploring subalternity in Girish 
Karnad’s historical play Tughlaq. Neither Karnad nor the Subaltern Studies group share anything 
politically common but their sense of history and the way they unmask the story behind the 
history align them. Both of them concur that ‘history ’is made up of fact and fiction which they 
seek to demythify. Drawing similarity between these non-similar entities is what the paper 
proposes. 
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“As we grow older as a race, we grow aware that history is written, that it is a kind of literature 
without morality. That in its actuaries the ego of the race is indissoluble and that everything 
depends on whether we write this fiction through the memory of hero or of victim.”Derek Walcot  
(The Postcolonial Studies Reader 371) 

After Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978); a new milestone in the history of literacy criticism that 
heralded the postcolonial school of criticism many revisionist approaches emanated to question 
the self proclaimed ‘truths’ and ‘facts’ and the story behind the histories with an aim to discover 
the other side of the coin. The Subaltern Studies Group founded in 1982 is another name of such 
emerging schools which seeks to develop a new critique of colonialist and nationalist 
perspectives in the historiography of colonized countries. This paper concerns itself with one of 
the most influential playwrights of our time, Girish Karnad and his seminal play Tughlaq which 
has gained high critical acclaim for its multiple layers of meaning and significance. Time and 
again critics have explored post colonial political perspectives in the play. However, the 
objective of my paper is to establish a subaltern turn in the same.  

At the very outset it needs to be emphasized that consciously or unconsciously Girish Karnad 
does not share the political goal of the Subaltern Collective nor do we find intertextual elements 
in either of them. Notwithstanding that it will be interesting to find parallel between the two of 
them.  The paper initially discusses the origin and objective of the Subaltern Studies Group. The 
later section deals with the play and its different motives. The concluding section seeks to draw a 
parallel between Karnad’s sense of history and historiography to that of the Subaltern Studies 
Group.  

The term subaltern has become a critical concept of extreme importance in post-colonial theory. 
Throughout its history since the beginning of the 20th Century the concept of the subaltern 
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remains one of the most slippery and difficult to define. The notion of the subaltern owes it’s 
inception from  the Italian Marxist political activist Antonio Gramsci who in his article “Notes 
on Italian History” which appeared later on as part of his widely known book Prison Notebooks 
written between 1929 and 1935 referred ‘the subaltern classes’ fundamentally to any “low rank” 
person or group of people in a particular society suffering under hegemonic domination of a 
ruling elite class that denies them the basic rights of participation in the making of local history 
and culture as active individuals of the same nation. The only group Gramsci had in mind at that 
time was the workers and peasants who were oppressed and discriminated by the leader of 
National Fascist Party, Benito Mussolini and his agents. Gramsci’s deeply formulated ideas  
about the class of peasants as a social, cultural and political force aware of its distinct 
consciousness of subalternity made other subsequent 20th Century South Asian scholars working 
on the issues of Indian peasantry historiography resume his effort. This school led by Ranajit 
Guha came to be known as the Subaltern Studies Group or Subaltern Studies Collective which 
comprised a number of other South Asian historians, social critics and scholars like Shahid 
Amin, Dipesh Chakraborty, David Arnold, Partha Chatterjee, David Hardiman, Gyanendra 
Pandey and Sumit Sarkar . Gramsci’s ideas were further more developed by Ranajit Guha in his 
manifesto The Subaltern Studies I and his famous treatise The Elementary Aspects of Peasant 
Insurgency in Colonial India. Ranajit Guha defined the Subaltern Studies as the general attribute 
of subordination of South Asian society whether this is expressed in terms of class, caste, age, 
gender and office or in any other way. Their concern originated from the conjecture that the 
writing of Indian National History has been controlled by colonial elitism and nationalist-
bourgeois elitism both produced by British colonialism in different historical periods. 
Commenting on the “artifice of history” another scholar of this group Dipesh Chakrabarty holds 
that ‘‘Europe” remains the sovereign, theoretical subject of all histories, including the ones we 
call “Indian”, “Chinese”, “Kenyan” and so on. He adds: 

 “Indian” history itself is in a position of subalternity: one can only articulate subaltern subject 
positions in the name of this history…Third-world historians feel a need to refer to works in 
European history; historians of Europe do not feel any need to reciprocate …. “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” (Guha264). 

Chakrabarty diagnoses the real disease of our historical sense and historiography. What could be 
more ironical than that our first hand knowledge of the history of the Sultanate period comes not 
from the horse’s mouth (Zia-ud-din-Barani) who witnessed the making of it but through the 
“authentic source” of a translation of Barani’s Tarikh- I-Firoz Shahi  by the orientalist Henry 
Elliot. The historiographic traditions provided in the institutionalised production of the history of 
the Sultanate period are primarily those from the medieval Muslim historians and the nineteenth 
and twentieth century orientalists. Muslim historians like Amir Khusrau Dehlawe, Zia-ud-din 
Barani, Shams-ud-din Siraj Afif assign a didactic religions purpose to history and judge all 
political actions on the basis of Islamic cause. Historians like Barani wanted to ‘educate’ the 
Sultans of Delhi in their duty towards Islam. He judges eight sultans of Delhi from 1266 to 1357 
according to his principles in his Tarikh-I-Firoz Sahi.  Barani finds Tughlaq by far the most 
unsatisfactory for his disregard of the Qur’an in dealing with both the faithful and the faithless 
and limiting Islam’s influence in the political and judicial process. Barani finds Tughlaq cruel on 
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account of his lack of religion. Barani’s ‘history’ was shaped by his religions orthodoxy since he 
belonged to the class of ulema (Islamic scholars) whose political role was curbed by Tughlaq.It 
was because of his political orthodoxy and strong dislike for Tughlaq that Barani deliberately 
portrays Tughlaq as a foolish apostate tarnishing the empire by following wrong advice and 
pursuing wrong beliefs. 

On the other hand we have the historiography of the orientalist who in their attempt to highlight 
the superiority and necessity of the colonial rule takes the advantage of the turmoil of the Islamic 
rule. In this respect K.A. Nizami rightly comments that Elliot “blackened the Indian past to 
glorify the British present (quoted in Dharwadkar49).” Thanks to the ideological resistance of 
post independence historians who take a revisionary move to medieval history. Romila Thapar 
argues that far from being ‘the dark age’ the era of Islamic conquest is “a formative period which 
rewards detailed study since many institutions  of present day India began to take enduring shape 
during this period(quoted in Dharwadkar49).” K. N. Chaudhury describes Tughlaq’s experiment 
with copper currency as a serious innovation anticipating by half a century, the introduction of 
paper currency. The historiographic initiative of revisionary history is in fact carrying forward 
the torch lit by Said’s path breaking work Orientalism even further. By questioning the 
Eurocentric orientalist texts and reinscribing the precolonial past these historians are breaking the 
colonial construct from the collective memory of our people. 

 Karnad also makes similar attempt in his play Tughlaq. He revives the Tughlaq of history with 
his paradoxical historical attributes of intelligence and insanity. Karnad occasionally constructs 
his dialoque verbatim from historical documents “creating a complex ideological and intertextual 
connection between history, historiography and his own fiction (Dharwadekr46)”. Though 
Karnad seems to replicate the ‘satiric stance’ of orientalist texts his intention is far reaching for 
he does so not to ‘perpetuate’ but to problematize the accepted history. He is not walking on the 
beaten track of the historians like Barani whose Tarikh as Karnad himself acknowledges serve as 
the source of the play. Rather like the post colonial revisionist historians he puts a question mark 
on the received notion of history. 

Karnad’s Tughlaq is a site of paradoxes and ironies where the historical Tughlaq and Karnad’s 
dramatic persona mingle to heighten the ambivalence and ambiguities of so complex a character 
like Tughlaq who happens to be ‘the most intelligent king ever to come on the throne of Delhi’ 
and ‘one of the greatest failures’(x) at the same time. Karnad finds the failure of ‘this 
tremendously capable man’ (x) as an outcome of his “Idealism as well as the shortcomings 
within him such as his impatience, his cruelty his feeling that he had the only correct answer (x). 
The inherent contradictions in his personality coupled with the historical representation of him 
make him fascinating which inspires Karnad to refigure, Tughlaq of history on stage. But this 
mere fascination is not the sole reason for Karnad to pen a play. “What struck me absolutely 
about Tughlaq’s history was that it was contemporary” (viii). Karnad felt a striking parallel 
between Tughlaq’s reign to that of Nehruvian era in the early sixties. This co-relation, 
connectedness and continuity of history of the past in the present makes the play so significant so 
much so that U. R. Anantha Murthy considers it almost a classic in Kannada literature for its 
unsurpassable depth and range. (Introduction to the play) . 

Throughout his reign Tughlaq continues to attempt to become an exemplary ruler to his subjects. 
Like Hamlet Karnad’s Tughlaq is torn between the questions of what he should do and what he 
should not do and tries to justify his deeds. Karnad makes him honest enough to ask himself “I 
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have honoured myself with the title of Sultan But what gives me the right to call myself a King? 
Am I a king only because I am the son of a king? Or is it because I can make the people accept 
my laws and the army move to my commands (38)?” Through his protagonist Karnad raises the 
basic question: Can dynasty entitle one to leadership or leadership should be a quality acquired 
through experience? He seeks his answers in tradition and history. Unlike his predecessors he 
could not ‘afford to crawl (20)’ but wanted to gallop. The theologist  Imam-ud-din accuses 
Tughlaq of scores of transgressions for not following the Koran and putting the Sayyeds and 
Ulemas behind the bar. Tughlaq’s reply, ‘why should I call on God to clean the dirt deposited by 
men (20)’ is what should be the ideal of a secular nation. Tughlaq’s vision is shaped by the 
Greeks Sukrat (Socretes) and Aflatoon (Plato). He is thrilled to find a brave new world through 
this vision which he had not found in the Arabs or even the Koran (20) 

Thghlaq was a visionary torn into pieces by his vision which was not shared by his subjects, ‘But 
a kingdom needs not the king but a line of rulers’. And Thghlaq failed to find his ‘brilliant 
successors’. He could neither ‘find’ nor ‘teach’ the ‘cattle’ to ‘think’ like him or ‘make’ ‘men out 
of a few of them’ (21). In spite of being gifted with ‘power, learning, intelligence, talent (20)’, 
‘the cleverest man in the world’ remained ‘an incompetent fool’ in history for his failure. 
Tughlaq had an inclusive outlook who tried to separate ‘religion’ from ‘politics’. But ironically 
Iman-ud-din (who stands for the communal leaders) for whom religion and politics are 
synonymous spells the future of Tughlaq “Religion! Politics! Take heed. Sultan, one day these 
verbal distinctions will rip you into two (21).” In a communally divided society where difference 
and exclusion are the keys to survival Tughlaq’s quest for harmony has to end in sheer disaster. 
Tughlaq’s ideal remained an unattainable utopia when his bold attempts of shifting his capital 
from Delhi to Dulatabad, and innovative experiment of introducing copper currency proved 
futile. Things kept on going wrong leading to the irreparable damages beyond his control. Like 
Yeats’ Second Coming ‘things fall apart’ as the centre i.e. Tughlaq could not hold them. 
Tughlaq’s failure made him the unforgiven Quixotic figure in history.  

The play having layers of meaning was obviously meant for being more than a costume drama. 
Karnad borrows the Tughlaq of history from the Tarikh of Barani. He even puts the dialogues 
verbatim from historical texts but with intentions far more intense. Karnad’s Tughlaq is 
completely transformed and presented in a different light. It seems as  if Karnad plucks the 
historical Tughlaq from Barani and places him in the chequred board like a chess piece where he 
is not the mad whimsical ruler but the most misunderstood and misrepresented pawn in the hands 
of historians. Karnad problematizes the Tughlaq- myth and poses a question mark on the 
received orientalist and colonial history. Karnad’s Tughlaq often appears insane but his insanity 
is not of that kind of madness (mis)represented in history. His madness is the outcome of the 
psychological anguish and the helplessness of the visionary ruler who lived an enisland life 
amidst the mass: “…how can I spread my branches in the stars while the roots have yet to find 
their hold in the earth (10)?” His secular idealism fell on deaf ears. In his kingdom he is despised 
by both the Hindus and Muslims. Perhaps Baavaraj S. Naikar has the quite right diagnosis of the 
diseased predicament of Tughlaq when he says “Had the population of his kingdom been of a 
homogeneous culture, perhaps Tughlaq would not have faced as many difficulties as he did. The 
schism in his nature is aggravated by the schism that divided people…The antagonism between 
two factions makes the emperor suffer alternately at their hands and much of Tughlaq’s 
foolishness lies in trying to force reconciliation between these stubbornly polar groups 
(Naikar88-89).” Vanashree Tripathi discovers Machiavellian statesmanship in Tuglaq. “The ruler 
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has to be prepared to match other people at their own game and may have to lie, deceive, cheat 
and even murder in order to sustain power (Tripathi26).” Tughlaq’s transformation from a true 
democrat to a tyrant takes place in the due course of his journey to pursue his ideals. Initially he 
urges to his people:  

“I beg you to realize that this is no mad whim of a tyrant… My empire is large and embraces the 
south and I need a capital which is at its heart…. for me the most important factor is that 
Daulatabad is a city of the Hindus and as the capital it will symbolize the bond between Muslims 
and Hindus which I wish to develop and strengthen my kingdom. I invite you all to accompany 
me to Daulatabad. This is only an invitation and not an order (3). 

But unfavorable circumstances chart their own way and his invitation becomes indeed an order 
of rigid kind. What was once meant to be a matter of choice became a compulsion for all. The 
brewing revolt of the nobles compelled him to victimize the innocent people. His ideals kept 
deceiving him like the ever-escaping mirage. There was nothing kind of building castles in air 
when he introduced token currency for history shows that in China paper currency proved 
successful. But that too resulted in cart loads of counterfeit copper coins which were dumped in 
the rose gardens. The young aspirant Tughlaq of nineteen years had dreamt of the rose garden in 
imitation of the Gulistan of Sadi, The Persian poet. But reality is that one cannot avoid the thorns 
if he aspires for the roses. His utopian rose garden becomes the testimony of his shattered 
economics. These repeated failures hammer him to become a megalomaniac who wants “to 
solve, all problem in the flash of the dagger (P-43).” 

 Karnad has a mature knowledge of history that has nurtured in him a will for social justice and 
compassion for the downtrodden, oppressed and the subaltern .History for him is not an objective 
permanent unitary past directly accessible. History is a discourse ideologically produced by 
blending fact and fiction. Karnad examines history in terms of power relation and social conflict 
between strata of power. Karnad finds the similarity between ‘history making’ and ‘myth 
making’ (Crow and Banfield142). ) For Brain Crow and Chris Banfield it would be ‘over-
simplifying’ (Crow and Banfield 142) if one finds it concerned with the psychology of dominant 
political figure only rather it is the way in which history is made that Karnad seeks to explore. 
The making of history depends “not only through influence of a creatural power, but through the 
participation in its perpetuation of those on the margins of such power (Crow and Banfield 
142).” History is not a unilateral force where the centre i.e. the one who possesses the power, has 
the authority to control history. Karnad is conscious of posterity’s view. The Thghlaq-Barani, 
ruler-historian relationship is central in the play. Barani’s is more than an allegorical presence. 
He is entitled with the sole license to criticize Tughlaq. It is not the “wisdom” and “authority’ his 
study of past has granted him” but the “symbolic position he occupies as bearer of the record of 
the sultan’s deeds to future generations (Crow and Banfield 142).” 

The Subaltern Studies Collective scholar Gyanendra Pandey negates the “apparent solidity” of 
the national historiography which provide us with but a fragment of history” (Guha28). These 
histories privilege particular forms of knowledge and exclude the others. And Pandey asserts that 
“we must continue to search for ways of representing that remoteness in the histories that we 
write (Guha30).”  
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The dominant nationalist historiography that insists on this stand point needs to be challenged 
not only because of its interested use of the categories “national”, “secular”, and so on. It needs 
to be challenged also because of its privileging of the so-called “general” over the particular, 
the larger over the smaller, the “mainstream” over the “marginal” – because of its view of 
India, and all of South Asia from Delhi alone (Guha 29). 

The “remoteness” of Delhi that the subaltern group finds is both physical and metaphorical to 
the real scenario or the “heart of the matter”. It is this unbridgeable gulf between the centre and 
the margin that is responsible for the failure of all the noble and secular policies; it is that 
unsurpassable territory for Tughlaq that makes him confined in his own castle; it is this python 
that devours the entire kingdom.  Karnad beautifully weaves the plot of the play through subtle 
images, metaphors and many more dramatic devices out of the bare skeleton of history and he 
excavates the very strands of the fossilized history so far sedimentalised by the colonial and 
nationalist historians. 
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