
4. The Mughal- Maratha conflict took distinc-
tive shape between about 1720 and 1760 and 
was repeatedly staged in communal terms as 
the clash between Muslim and Hindu rule.
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for “historical truth” appears both quirky and 
anachronistic.

. . .

The Calling of History repeatedly stages the prob-
lem of character (Faisal Devji, this forum), in the 
sense of what this meant for Sarkar in his efforts 
to grasp the Mughal past as the tragic precursor 
to the Indian present, but also in the sense that 
Sarkar appears as a key character in Chakrabarty’s 
book. Chakrabarty’s accounting of how (and why) 
Mughal historians shifted away from Sarkar’s focus 
on singular characters and personalities, and his 
efforts to read the personalities of Mughal rulers 
into broader political processes, is surely among 
the central features of The Calling. At the time, 
Sarkar’s commitments to historical truth put him 
in trouble with Muslims for his representation of 
Aurangzeb, but neither did his arguments about 
Shivaji endear him to the powerful group of ama-
teur historians in Maharashtra.

Today, we tend to think of the historic con-
flict between Mughals and Marathas as reflecting 
processes of caste and state formation in early mo-
dernity,4 processes predicated on the adoption of 
Mughal patterns of militarization and social mo-
bility by the Marathas in their own efforts at the 
regionalization of revenue (and not so much of a 
protonationalist identity, as was long maintained 
by most Maratha historians). Sarkar’s resolute 
commitment to character and history’s central, 
pedagogical purpose in its cultivation instead pri-
oritized the protonationalism of the Mughals, even 
as he repeatedly criticized the divergence of Mu-
ghal rulers from royal rules of conduct that related 
manners with the morality of sovereignty.

The contributors to this book forum take up 
the outsider figure of Jadunath Sarkar as good to 
think with, but they also relate to him as a compel-
ling reminder of the unresolved questions of eth-
ics and responsibility through which the project 
of history was first staged in the colony, and as an 
issue that has haunted the history of history ever 
since.
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THE MESSY CAREER OF HISTORICISM
Reflections from the Middle East
Yoav Di- Capua

Today, when our fetish is sophisticated “theory,” it 
is somewhat hard to imagine, let alone to respect, 
a world in which positivism reigned supreme 
and historical facts were prized goods. A world 
in which the work of the self- made historian was 
to find these facts, explain them through simple 
narrative templates (“rise and fall,” “decline,” et-
cetera), and find truth in the long temporal path 
toward progress. In an era in which all of us are 
well- versed in the critique of historicism, Dipesh 
Chakrabarty wants to understand why, and more 
important how, previous generations saw such a 
great promise in this system of knowledge and an-
swered the calling of history in such a publicly, as 
well as personally, dedicated way. Can we salvage 
anything of value from the intellectual protocols 
and scholarly procedures and debates that charac-
terized the work of an Indian historian during the 
first half of the twentieth century?

The Calling of History pivots around a relation-
ship between two historians: Sir Jadunath Sarkar 
(1870 – 1958) and Rao Bahadur Govind Sakharam 
Sardesai (1865 – 1959). Though both played a foun-
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dational role in the promotion and acculturation 
of modern historical thinking, of the two, Sarkar 
was the most influential and opinionated (and in 
his less gracious moments, the most authoritative, 
self- centered, and domineering). Upon discover-
ing their extraordinary half- century- long corre-
spondence, Chakrabarty realized that he holds 
in his hands one of the most intimate archives 
of the formation of modern Indian historiogra-
phy. It is intimate not only because it is personal 
but because of the phenomenological quality of 
what passes between the two historians and their 
greater environment.

The Calling of History is first and foremost a 
book about India. If the reader feels that, this time 
around, it is a different kind of Chakrabarty who 
is writing, then the reader might indeed have a 
point. In fact, if there is such thing as a “typical” 
Chakrabarty essay or book, then The Calling of His-
tory is not it. It does not seek to further expose and 
elaborate on the process through which Europe 
became the epistemological subject of colonized 
people, nor does it continue the project of provin-
cializing this model of becoming. Likewise, there 
is no effort to salvage disenfranchised individu-
als and communities from the workings of mod-
ern power and hegemony. The universalization 
of liberalism, though constantly present, is not a 
“problem.” The fact that all forms of development 
inevitably lead to, and are conceptually and insti-
tutionally wrapped around, hyper- nationalism and 
the state is not central to the book, either. With 
the familiar onslaught of Enlightenment in mind, 
the project of articulating an alternative vernacu-
lar modernity is also not pursued. No grand nar-
ratives are destroyed and no new theorization is 
offered. The “oppression of linear time,” a main 
postcolonial concern since the 1980s, is pushed 
aside too.

Hence, neither in prose nor in methodology 
can we identify the classic marks to which many of 
us who have read Chakrabarty over the last twenty 
years have come to expect. And though the reader 
of Habitations of Modernity: Essays in the Wake of Sub-
altern Studies (2002) has already felt a certain sense 
of closure, this new book is somewhat of a surprise. 

In contrast with his previous theoretically driven 
work whose implications, as was its subject, were 
universal, this new book is very empirical, very In-
dian, and, as far as I can tell, extremely personal.

In the Western historiographical tradition, 
historicism has multiple meanings that range from 
the preferred method of the historical discipline 
to a pervasive sense of cultural crisis (especially in 
late nineteenth- century Germany), which contin-
ues with the more recent rise of the American new 
historicism in literary studies. Serious scholarship 
and consistent and meaningful conversations are 
still taking place with regard to all of these tra-
ditions.1 Not so is the case elsewhere in the non- 
European world, where the meaning of historicism 
still largely conforms to a nineteenth- century Eu-
ropean (mostly German) mode of disciplinary his-
tory. The entry on historicism in the truly global 
Global Encyclopedia of Historical Writing, for instance, 
refers exclusively to a European mode of thought.2 
But, what about the many formulations and refor-
mulations to which European historicism was sub-
jected as it moved around the globe? What, if any-
thing, could be gained by revisiting the career of 
non- European historicism? Looking at the process 
by which the European historiographical appara-
tus was acculturated in India pushes us to doubt 
the alleged universal functioning of historicism 
and search for Indian or Middle Eastern specifici-
ties. Though Chakrabarty’s new book is not trying 
to address historicism theoretically and, strictly 
speaking, this is not a book about historicism, 
the fingerprints of this historiographical outlook 
could be found on every page.

But how to define this non- European his-
toricism? The answer is that we should not bother 
articulating such a definition. As a matter of fact, 
there is no definition that can capture the nature 
of Indian historicism during this period, and 
it would be redundant to look for one. Indeed, 
though rich in insights, the spirit of the book defies 
any such attempt at rigid academization. Instead, it 
asks us to listen and reflect in a nonsystematic way. 
Yet, still, what passes between Sarkar and Sarde-
sai does have a relational quality that illuminates 
the interpersonal process by which a new historio-
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graphical tradition has been crafted. We can call 
this relational historicism, and in several respects, 
especially comparative ones, it is highly revealing. 
Thus, drawing on The Calling of History, and inquir-
ing into how Indian, or for that matter Chinese, 
Japanese, or Egyptian, historicism became what it 
was, does reveal a complex and vulnerable intel-
lectual legacy. And though this tradition has been 
often critiqued, and on some occasions dismissed, 
as “colonial,” it also had some enduring and worth-
while qualities. The importance of these features 
becomes especially clear when we move the discus-
sion from India to the Middle East, where the equi-
librium between the public and cloistered life of the 
discipline (Chakrabarty’s terms) collapsed, and 
thus rendered the past inaccessible if not utterly 
traumatic. This shift brings us away from the early 
promises of historicism to a traumatic historical 
mode where Chakrabarty’s calling of history is left 
unanswered.

Beginning with the way in which the specific-
ities of Indian historicism are reflected in Sarkar’s 
correspondence, our discussion then shifts to con-
sider the collapse of a very similar system of Egyp-
tian historicism that resulted in trauma. It is a 
trauma with dual ancestry. First, the unique char-
acteristic of non- European historicism is that it had 
to grapple with the crippling legacy of colonialism. 
Hence, by definition, non- European historicism 
begins from a condition of impossibility — the im-
possibility of constructing a narrative — and strives 
to overcome the condition of its creation, to break 
through it. Second, in many postcolonial societies, 
non- European historicism had to reckon with the 
violent epistemology of the authoritarian state that 
sees itself as the metaphysical culmination of the 
nation. Yet, before we turn to discuss the possibili-
ties and impossibilities of non- European histori-
cism, a word is in order about Chakrabarty’s some-
what unexpected agenda.

The Agenda
Questioning the process by which history writ-
ing emerged as a discipline with concrete public 
as well as private (or cloistered) commitments 
brought Chakrabarty to probe deep into a set of 
institutional and procedural aspects of history 
writing as well as its normative and ethical aspects 
that conjoin into a historiographical outlook. 

Questions abound: What is historical truth and 
what is it good for? What is objectivity? How can 
we tell fact from fiction? What is a source? Who 
is responsible for collecting, managing, and pre-
serving sources? Who can access sources and on 
which terms? Is eighteenth- century family corre-
spondence about princely affairs public or private? 
What kind of scholarly activity counts as research? 
Which practices and values underwrite it? What 
gives history writing its prestige and sense of dis-
tinction? What counts as professional authority, 
and how is it established, maintained, and trans-
ferred across scholarly networks? What does asking 
historical knowledge to further public life actually 
entail? How can we justify historical knowledge 
that does not aid public life? How can we incor-
porate premodern historiographical traditions 
into the new discipline? Finally, how have clashing 
conceptions of nationalism shaped the discipline, 
its professional networks, and their respective 
norms and habits of mind? Revisiting these forgot-
ten questions about the Indian historiographical 
outlook, Chakrabarty addresses a classic question: 
What was (Indian) history?

Examining the debates around these ques-
tions might allow us to begin a theoretical conver-
sation on the unique qualities of non- European 
historicism. Most important, it would allow us to 
do so from a “positive” standpoint, that is, not so 
much as a critique of Europe or an effort to “pro-
vincialize” it, but as an engaged elaboration on 
the realities of India, Egypt, and similar places. 
In this work, Chakrabarty takes the first empirical 
stride and leaves the theoretical articulation for 
later consideration. Indeed, none of these above- 
mentioned questions are being asked in the ab-
stract, as a universal exercise in the philosophy of 
history, but with relation to specific individual histo-
rians and their professional networks.

Historians of the non- European modern 
world rarely get to work with records that expose 
a sustained and comprehensive intellectual en-
gagement that lasts for a long period of time. I 
can think of no similar example with regard to 
the Arab historiographical tradition. Built around 
Sarkar’s character (with an added emphasis on 
“around” rather than the biographical “about”), 
Chakrabarty embarks on a truly adventurous jour-
ney into the making process of a modern historian, 
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his beliefs, habits of mind, ambitions, and politics. 
In other words, if we listen closely to the corre-
spondence — and Chakrabarty definitely does —  
we can hear the voice of non- European relational 
historicism and begin to appreciate it on its own 
terms.

Chakrabarty reconstructs and perhaps 
even rehabilitates debunked historians, modes of 
thought, sensibilities, and intellectual procedures 
that since the 1960s were almost unanimously dis-
missed. Suspending the urge toward postcolonial 
judgment, his most elementary research method is 
empathy toward the two corresponding historians. 
We don’t always get an opportunity to revisit the 
making of our own scholarly tradition from a new 
perspective, and we rarely find the right moment 
and circumstances for doing so. That Chakrabarty 
completed some of his own training as a historian 
in the Center for Studies in Social Sciences, an aca-
demic institute that was established in Sarkar’s for-
mer residence, and, most incredibly, that he wrote 
some of his early work on Sarkar’s own desk, adds a 
fascinating transferential element to this investiga-
tion. Inevitably, this is also one of the sources for 
the controversy that would surely follow the publi-
cation of The Calling of History, as enterprises that 
seek to tamper with our collective DNA while at 
the same time being personally implicated in their 
structure rarely go unchallenged.

Yet, for a historian of the Arab world who is 
a complete stranger to the familial affairs of In-
dian historiography, the appeal of Chakrabarty’s 
book is limited to the nature of non- European 
relational historicism. Modern Egyptian and In-
dian historiographies share both a birthday and a 
common British ancestry. Their early institutional, 
methodological, and theoretical challenges are al-
most identical. Egypt too had a Sarkar. His name 
was Muhammad Shafiq Ghurbal, and he too be-
lieved in “character,” truth in history, archives, and 
the public utility of the past. Indian and Egyptian 
historians faced the same scholarly biases from 
their British colleagues and even shared some of 
them. Henry Dodwell, for example, who was the 
editor of the Cambridge History of India, volumes 5 
and 6, also wrote a foundational book about the 

making of modern Egypt and sought to influence 
the Egyptian discipline, just as he did in India. Be-
yond India and Egypt, since the 1880s Palestinians, 
Lebanese, Syrians, and Iraqis were also taken by 
the promise of historicism to deliver them into the 
modern era. And though their historical projects 
diverged considerably from one another, they all 
shared basic features.

The Non- European Homo Historicus
Chakrabarty’s Sarkar is a perfect prototype of 
the first generation of modern historians in the 
non- European world. Notwithstanding their spe-
cific cultural heritage, historians such as Liang 
Qichao (China), Kuroita Katsumi (Japan), Niko-
lay Mikhailovich Karamzin (Russia), Muhammad 
Kurd Ali (Ottoman Syria), Bethwell Allan Ogot 
(Kenya), and Ghurbal (Egypt), to give a few exam-
ples, shared a set of sensibilities, mind- sets, values, 
work habits, and scholarly purpose that constituted 
nothing short of a unique scholarly self, or a homo 
historicus.3 Enveloping something much larger 
than what we consider to be a successful career, 
the homo historicus could not be reduced to a few 
pages of a glorious curriculum vitae. All of these 
historians were situated at the crossroads between 
the private and the public usages of modern his-
torical knowledge and, by virtue of this position, 
negotiated a set of values such as transparency, ac-
countability, and veracity that would allow them to 
further the public utility of the past. In doing so 
they helped establish a fragile historiographical 
ecosystem that, however imperfect, allowed society 
to pursue its identity- related goals within a modern 
framework. Yet, unlike their European counter-
parts of the nineteenth century, these historians 
did not do so from within well- funded institutions 
but from a popular setting that, in most cases, had 
no connection to the state.4 Instead, they drew on 
personal relationships.

Indeed, before there were history seminars, 
professional associations, academic journals, ar-
chives, and a bustling publishing industry, there 
were learned people who were taken by the pow-
erful concept of historicism. What was it exactly? 
According to Maurice Mandelbaum’s classic defi-
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nition, “Historicism is the supposition that an 
adequate understanding of human reality can be 
gained only through considering it in terms of 
the place which it secured for itself, and the role 
which it played within a historical process of de-
velopment.”5 This guiding principle was the prime 
intellectual export of nineteenth- century Europe; 
wherever it reached it was immediately recognized 
as that which propels everything modern, be it of 
a scientific or philosophical nature. Regardless of 
changing contents and contexts, the homo historicus 
was a central agent of this new historical minded-
ness and the character around which the future 
discipline of history would develop. Yet, as already 
stated above, this elementary and quite narrow def-
inition does more to hide the unique nature of the 
non- European historian than to reveal it.

Clearly, historicism cannot be reduced to 
a methodological moment or turn. Rather, it is a 
broad historiographical outlook that is enmeshed 
in life and, in the absence of institutions, resides, 
develops, and gets challenged and rearticulated in 
the minds of a few powerful individuals. In other 
words, the institution of history is a person, or in-
terpersonal relation, not a building. While some 
might point out the self- defeating nature and the 
utter impossibility of a project that seeks to em-
body the institutions of history, its ethics, proce-
dures, and normative mission in one “character,” 
or a relationship, this impossibility is, nonethe-
less, a basic feature of non- European historicism. 
Though this article is obviously not the place to 
fully theorize a non- European historiographical 
outlook that originates in a person- institution, The 
Calling of History assists us in delineating some of 
its basic characteristics.

For instance, though just like his European 
counterpart, as a person- institution, the homo his-
toricus held a metaphysical belief in the value of 
transcendental historical truth. Thus, drawing 
on his own mystic legacies, everything he did was 
aimed at finding truth. And even if this effort 
were philosophically unattainable, his “truth- for- 
truth’s- sake” attitude was worth aiming for and up-
holding, as it would eventually lead to a more prag-
matic and stable economy of historical truth (73). 
The value of truth resided in facts, and in order 

to find and define objects as facts, original docu-
ments were required. This is why the first scholar 
historians also set to create infrastructure and be-
came what Chakrabarty calls “hunter and gather-
ers of historical documents” in chapter 3. Indeed, 
many of these scholars built remarkable personal 
libraries, purchased and preserved manuscripts, 
and sought to conceptualize a full- fledged archival 
culture. For this they needed the state but also a 
consensual answer to a critical question: What is a 
public past and who holds sovereignty over it?

How did these historians explain the facts 
they gathered and housed in personal libraries 
and archives? As children of empire, they deployed 
a British analytical repertoire that consisted of the 
cult of common sense and of the virtues of char-
acter. For R. G. Collingwood, common sense was 
a reenactment of the past in the historian’s mind.6 
By character they meant sovereignty of self, hero-
ism, altruism, and perseverance. In addition to the 
influence of the British imperial ethos, the main 
intellectual inspiration for the explanatory power 
of character was Thomas Carlyle, who, especially 
outside Europe, was greatly influential as a philos-
opher of history.

And then, as an organizing framework, 
which is somewhere above common sense and 
character, there was a belief in providence as a gen-
eral superstructure of collective purpose that inev-
itably points toward a self- governing and sovereign 
modern nation. Interestingly, these explanatory 
tools, and especially that of character, were classic 
male categories. Thus, in the early formulation of 
the relationship between the historian’s persona, 
the nature of the source material, and the collec-
tive purpose of the work, there was no conceptual 
space for the inclusion of women. Simply put, in 
the Indian historicism that Sarkar’s correspon-
dence exposes, women could not be imagined into 
the figure of the historian and could hardly be 
viewed as autonomous subjects of inquiry.

For any colonial society figuring out an en-
tire intellectual apparatus and putting it to work 
while, at the same time, trying to salvage its own 
sense of cultural self and authenticity was a formi-
dable and messy challenge. Ideological rivalries, 
contending visions of the nation, personal jealou-
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sies, conceptual dead- ends, and political impasses 
abounded. Sarkar’s correspondence beautifully 
captures the psychological aspects of a historio-
graphical outlook that resides in the self rather 
than in a full- fledged institution whose procedures 
distill the personal from the collective. Since these 
historians established the academic discipline of 
history from a totally popular base, they presided 
over a discipline in which its cloistered life (that is, 
figuring out the key historiographical challenges 
mentioned above) and its public life (advancing 
the collective utility of studying the past) func-
tioned as mutually constitutive arenas that were 
designed to advance the common good. These 
historians were interactive, as they were up front 
about what they were trying to achieve. Most criti-
cally, perhaps because of their popular origins, the 
two “lives” of the discipline established an equilib-
rium that guaranteed the public utility of history 
and the establishment of historical mindedness, or 
what Carl Schorske called the ability of “thinking 
with history.”

Of great importance for decolonizing societ-
ies was the manner in which they dealt with the 
internalization of the European homo historicus. For 
the most part it was not done by resolving existing 
tensions but by managing them constructively, as 
in the establishment of a laisser- passer culture be-
tween that which is designated as universal (even 
if it initially carried the cultural properties of co-
lonialism) and that which is particular, authentic, 
and national. Creating and maintaining a constant 
dialogue or equilibrium, one that was constantly 
subjected to internal and external challenges and 
was able to progressively respond to them, was one 
of the biggest achievements of historians such as 
Sarkar.

Historians like Sarkar never read Aimé Cés-
aire’s famous articulation of universalism as it was 
explained in his resignation letter from the French 
Communist Party. But in their actions they seemed 
to follow his prescription: “I am not burying myself 
in a narrow particularism. But neither do I want 

to lose myself in an emaciated universalism. There 
are two ways to lose oneself: walled segregation 
in the particular or dilution in the ‘universal.’ My 
conception of the universal is that of a universal 
enriched by all that is particular, a universal en-
riched by every particular: the deepening and co-
existence of all particulars.”7

And thus, in the final analysis, and despite 
all possible postcolonial critiques about how the 
“Sarkars” of the colonized world got confused 
about the difference between the earthly nature of 
colonial bureaucracy and the lofty universal ideals 
of empire, these “characters,” as Chakrabarty calls 
them, embodied, as well as established, an open- 
coded (if not fully democratic) infrastructure of 
managing and debating the collective past, thus 
making sure that the past would be forever “open.”

The endurance of this achievement varies 
from place to place, and Chakrabarty does not 
carry his narrative beyond the 1950s, a period in 
which historiography shifted from the quest for 
historical truth to a search for social justice. Yet, by 
elucidating the function of the “Sarkars” and the 
ideals they held, The Calling of History does prepare 
the ground for analyzing the challenges to which 
non- European historicism was subjected once in-
dependence was achieved. With this in mind, and 
by way of conclusion, let us look briefly at the case 
of Egypt, where a similar historicist legacy suc-
cumbed to an enormous challenge that violated its 
equilibrium and rendered the past unknown and 
inaccessible.

From Historicism to Trauma: A Concluding Thought
Commenting on what he saw as the dangerous re-
treat of historicism as an everyday habit of mind 
that affects all spheres of Arab life, Moroccan phi-
losopher Abdallah Laroui sternly warned: “Histo-
ricize or be silenced!”8 The Syrian thinker Yasin 
al- Hafiz articulated a so- called historicism of disil-
lusionment. By the 1980s, many other intellectuals 
agreed with the diagnosis that the Arab public live 
“a- historically” (al- la tarikihiya).9 But what does it 



10. For an analysis of the novel see Di- Capua, 
“Traumatic Subjectivity.” 

11. On how political theology offers salvation 
and rebirth see Kahn, Political Theology.

3 43Yoav Di- Capua • The Messy Career of Historicism • Kitabkhana

mean to live outside history? What does Laroui’s 
silence actually entail? What is the conceptual link 
between accessing, processing, and debating the 
past, on the one hand, and the descent into silence 
and disillusionment on the other? Does silence 
imply an inability to develop historical conscious-
ness? Does that mean utter loss of political agency 
and hence a diminishing of sovereignty, itself a 
central goal of decolonization?

In his 1992 novel Dhat, Egyptian novelist Son-
allah Ibrahim offered some answers. In brief, the 
novel portrays a woman named Dhat (which also 
means “self”) who works as an archivist in a news 
organization. If anyone is meant to have a memory 
and hence a historical understanding of what was 
taking place in Egypt it would be her. All the news-
paper clippings that document daily acts of theft, 
forgery, bribery, corruption, repression, political 
scandals, plagiarism, hypocrisy, bad faith, exploi-
tation, betrayal, apathy, embezzlement, financial 
speculation, mismanagement, state incompetence, 
trickery, contempt for human rights, and outright 
stupidity pass through her desk. These original 
clippings form an endless string of Egyptian mis-
fortunes, which are also manifested in Dhat’s per-
sonal life.

Yet, time and again she is unable to histori-
cally connect the “facts” on her desk into a use-
ful narrative that would allow her to see what is 
happening around her and thus improve her life. 
Living ahistorically and being unable to “think 
with history,” she becomes so alienated, silenced, 
disenfranchised, disoriented, and dissociated that 
she finds solace in magical and escapist thinking 
that “removes” her from the unbearable (and un-
translatable) present. Being a metaphor for Egypt, 
Dhat embodies the unequivocal answer to the 
question of what happens when Dhat’s link to the 
past is severed: trauma.10 Indeed, the most ubiqui-
tous definition of trauma is a systematic and haunt-
ing blockage of memory formation that results in 
an inability to reclaim past experiences. In other 
words, trauma is a disruption in the historical 
process.

Since the 1950s, the fragile ecosystem of his-
toricism in Egypt was overwhelmed by two power-

ful aspects of postcolonial life: the authoritarian 
state and the metaphysical flight from the present 
to which Pan- Arab nationalism and Islamic fun-
damentalism have subscribed. To this very day 
the Egyptian state refuses to collect and submit 
its records to public scrutiny regarding the major 
events in Egyptian and Arab history, such as the 
war in Yemen (1962 – 65), the 1967 war, or even the 
slow turn to neoliberalism. These events remain 
unclaimed, unprocessed, and hence traumatic. 
“Opening up access to government documents,” 
writes Chakrabarty, “was thus a struggle for Indian 
historians” (109). No doubt it was a struggle, but it 
was one that Indian historians, as opposed to their 
Arab colleagues, squarely won.

The archival challenge was compounded by 
the metaphysical nature of Pan- Arab nationalism, 
which, in both its Baathist and Nasserist versions, 
offered a revolutionary path of sacrifice toward 
salvation and rebirth.11 Under the hegemonic po-
litical theology of the nation, history writing was 
reduced to a series of glorious yet “unfinished” 
revolutions that stretched from classical Islamic 
times to the present. This kind of history was not at 
all concerned with the specific historical realities 
on the ground and with how change occurs over 
time. Endorsed by the state, this historical mode 
in search of collective rebirth in the shape of a re-
demptive successful revolution dominated school 
curricula, as well as much of what was circulating 
by the printed and broadcasted state- run media. 
In other words, everything that exists in Sarkar’s 
Relational Historicism is missing from the Egyptian 
scene.

Somewhat similar to Arab nationalism, in its 
insistence on a metaphysical return to the unadul-
terated and safe days of the Prophet Muhammad, 
Islamic fundamentalism offered collective disso-
ciation. This radical temporal divestment posed 
a serious challenge to the already vulnerable tem-
poral protocols of historicism, which emphasize 
continuity and presentness. Syrian philosopher- in- 
exile Jurj Tarabishi was one of the most powerful 
critics of the fundamentalists’ metaphysical plight 
and its destructive impact on historical being. It 
is perhaps no surprise that Tarabishi, the senior 
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translator of Sigmund Freud into Arabic, thinks of 
this problem in terms of trauma.12

It is important to remember that the road 
that stretches from historicism to trauma is, at 
least potentially, a two- way street. While the col-
lapse of historicism registers the traumatic mo-
ment, it is also a way to overcome trauma through 
a safe and repetitive process of reconstruction, 
elaboration, and amplification of the historical 
(or what Freud and later Dominick LaCapra called 
“working through”).13 Given the historical nature 
of trauma, we can perhaps better appreciate the 
fact that, however naively, when Sarkar, Ghurbal, 
and their peers negotiated with one another no-
tions such as historical truth, norms such as ob-
jectivity and impartiality, and practices such as 
archival research, they embodied and hoped to 
popularize a living and open connection to the 
past that, by definition, had built- in antitraumatic 
properties. Chakrabarty’s forensic investigation of 
Sarkar’s correspondence makes it abundantly clear 
that the positive byproduct of his historicism was 
the articulation of memory, the establishment of 
meaning, the possibility of communal identity, the 
call for ethical responsibility, and, ultimately, the 
establishment of rational communal communica-
tion. While all of these were contested, they were 
still personally negotiated through a healthy equi-
librium between the cloistered and public lives of 
the discipline as a whole. And this, in and of itself, 
is a salient characteristic of non- European histori-
cism.

References
Al- Akhdar, Al- Afif. “Min Muhammad al- Iman to Muh-

hamd al- Tarikh” (“From Muhammad of the 
Faith to the Historical Muhammad”). al- Hiwar al- 
Mutamaddin, no. 4161, July 22, 2013. www.ahewar.org 
/debat/show.art.asp?aid=369715.

Césaire, Aimé. “Letter to Maurice Thorez.” Social Text 28, 
no. 2 (2010): 145 – 52.

Chakrabarty, Dipesh. The Calling of History: Sir Jadunath 
Sarkar and His Empire of Truth. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2015.

——— . Habitations of Modernity: Essays in the Wake of Sub-
altern Studies. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2002. 

Collingwood, R. G. “History as Re- enactment of Past Ex-
perience.” In The Idea of History, 282 – 302. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1946.

Di- Capua, Yoav. Gatekeepers of the Arab Past: Historians and 
History Writing in Twentieth- Century Egypt. Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2009. 

——— . “The Traumatic Subjectivity of Sun‘ Allah Iba-
him’s Dhat.” Journal of Arabic Literature 43 (2012): 
80 – 101.

Frangie, Samer. “Historicism, Socialism, and Liberalism 
after the Defeat: On the Political Thought of Yasin 
al- Hafiz.” Modern Intellectual History 12, no. 2 (2015): 
325 – 52. 

Iggers, Georg G. “Historicism: The History and Meaning 
of the Term.” Journal of the History of Ideas 56, no. 1 
(1995): 129 – 52.

Kahn, Paul. Political Theology: Four New Chapters on the 
Concept of Sovereignty. New York: Columbia Univer-
sity Press, 2011.

LaCapra, Dominick. Writing History, Writing Trauma. Bal-
timore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001.

Laroui, Abdallah. The Crisis of the Arab Intellectual: Tradi-
tionalism or Historicism? Translated by Diarmid Cam-
mell. Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976.

Li, Huaiyin. Reinventing Modern China: Imagination and Au-
thenticity in Chinese Historical Writing. Honolulu: Uni-
versity of Hawaii Press, 2012.

Mabruk, Ali. “Al- la Tarikihiya: Mard al- Islamiyun wa- l- 
hadathiyun” (“Ahistoricism: The Disease of Islamists 
and Modernists”). al- Ahram, December 12, 2013. www 
.ahram.org.eg/NewsQ/247447.aspx.

Mandelbaum, Maurice. History, Man, and Reason: A Study 
in Nineteenth- Century Thought. Baltimore, MD: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1971.

Schorske, Carl. Thinking with History: Explorations in the 
Passage to Modernism. Princeton, NJ: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 2014.

Thaden, Edward. The Rise of Historicism in Russia. New 
York: Peter Lang, 1999.

Trabishi, Jurj. Madhbahat al- turath fi- l- thaqafa al- arabiya al- 
mu‘asira (The Butchering of Heritage in Contemporary 
Arab Culture). London: Dar al- Saqi, 1993.

Tucker, Aviezer. “Historicism.” In Global Encyclopedia of 
Historical Writing, vol. 1, edited by D. R. Wolf, 414 – 15. 
New York: Garland, 1998.

doi 10.1215/1089201x-3603418




