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Abstract
The word ‘History’ commonly means ‘what was in the past.” Whatever is past, of course,
forms history. We cannot have either present or future without the past, without history. To
Tagore, history was never a collection of dry facts, an objectified truth. He has even
personified history and converted the ‘Kalpurusha’ of history into the ‘Byaktipurusha.’ In
his poem ‘Past’, he has conceived of history as always active and working silently across
the globe. It is beyond doubt that the concept of History of someone who can think of
history in such a dynamic and active way would be very interesting to re-examine at a time
when academia is engaged in debates over the nature, character and role of history in
human civilization.
Tagore’s engagement with history is important since it reflected a colonized nation’s
negotiations with the Western project of ‘Enlightenment’ marked by logic and science. In
the nineteenth century, our entire nation was trying to create a history of its own, which
was rooted in the Indian soil and different in character from the history written by piling up
facts about foreign Kings and Queens. Writing history, that too, in the mother tongue, then,
was itself a part of the nation formation.
History, however, is only one small component in the oeuvre of Tagore’s literature. This
paper will not try to prove that Tagore was a historian. It will, rather, by examining his
thoughts on history as reflected in his essays, fictions, and poems will try to show how to
Tagore history was not limited to place, person and time. It will try to argue that Tagore
conceived of history as a continuum, as a collective whole, inseparable from the lives lived
by the common people, from their happiness and misery, ethics and religion. Tagore’s
concept of history, it will further claim, was, indeed, marked by his understanding of
society, philosophy, literature and folk-life.
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