Ranajit Guha 1923-2023; The Sussex Years or as his contemporaries there remember him.
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Whilst he made a deep impression on his younger colleagues and students, Guha found it harder to
impress the Sussex history department and languished for nearly two decades as a mere lecturer. He had
published little after his first book, A Rule of Property in Bengal. The Sussex school system meant that
historians sometimes failed to connect with each other if they were in different schools which may
sometimes have led to a sense of isolation. James Thomson, a brilliant economic historian, records that
though they coincided he never really spoke to him being principally confined to the school of Social
Sciences.'® However, another contemporary of his, the pioneering historian of labour and cooperative
history, Stephen Yeo recorded 61/ we just LIKED and RESPECTED him, politically, personally,
intellectually as a fearless, frank, expert, radical, unpompous friend and colleague with no-illusions, in
British terms class-less and so a real breathe of fresh air on campus and off. An innovative scholar and
warm human being.0** Several Sussex historians were influential in conception and production of the
History Workshop journal in its early days and Stephen Yeo was one of them.

The end of his Sussex sojourn was followed by Subaltern Studies volume 1 in 1982. Guha had moved
to ANU in 1980 from Sussex being invited by the former Dean of AFRAS, Anthony Low who had
returned to Australia. In the preface written from his new Canberra abode in August 1981, Guha wrote,
6The aim of the present collection of essays, the first of a series, is to promote a systematic and informed
discussion of subaltern themes in the field of South Asian studies, and thus help to rectify the elitist bias
characteristic of much research and academic work in this particular area. The word &subalternd in the
title stands for the meaning as given in the Concise oxford Dictionary, that is, 6of inferior rankd. It will
be used in these pages as a name for the general attribute of subordination in South Asian society
whether this is expressed in terms of class, caste, age, gender and office or in any other way6.™® It had
been his intention to set up a radical new school of history whilst at Sussex, but it was in ANU that this
seed had germinated. His second classic, Elementary Aspects of Peasant Insurgency in Colonial India
(1983) followed soon after, a project that had been brewing in his years at Sussex. ¢ It turned our
attention away from dominant elite groups to the peasantsd viewpoint and their agency in resisting both
the colonial regime and exploitative landlords. As Mitter notes, 6By common consent what will remain
as Guhats lasting achievement, is his intellectual leadership of a group of historians, known under the
rubric of the Subaltern Studies Collective, which played a major role in the development of postcolonial
studies by pioneering research in 6history from below.i*’ By the time Guha left Sussex, Peopleds history
had become popular with the flag bearers at Sussex pointing to the limitations of Marxist orthodoxy.
But as the critics were quick to point out, that éthe people' were unduly idealised. This was similar to
the criticism that was to haunt Subaltern studies later. Subaltern history built on these traditions turning
to Antonio Gramsci to érecoverd the Gvoiced of the peasant with Guha arguing that the 6historiography
of Indian nationalism has long been dominated by colonialist elitism and bourgeois-nationalist elitism.b
8 Through his analysis of the Subaltern Guha had provided a radical new framework for understanding
peasant protest.

How much of these ideas were carved in association with his compatriots at Sussex at that time? The
development of radical historical scholarship, associated with "history from below' and the work of
figures like Eric Hobsbawm, George Rude, Christopher Hill and E.P. Thompson in the U.K. had
transformed the field of history through a study of the poor, the workers and peasants, on their own
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terms, and sought to understand the inner logic of their experiences of oppression and resistance T a
Marxist history that took issue with some of the dominant ideas of the Marxist tradition. An even
deeper influence came from the work of the Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci, who had died in a
Fascist jail as a political prisoner in the 1930s. Sussex University at this time boasted J.F.C. Harrison,
at Sussex from 1970 as Professor of Social History. His book, The Common People (1984) was a
long-period survey that is focused on the lives of ordinary people who were still very much left out of
history when the book was written. Asa Briggs as we know was one of the most important figures in
the development of social history. Sussex historians who were influential in the conception of this
new history included Peter Burke, Stephen Yeo, Eileen Yeo and Alun Howkins. A rare recording made
at a 1976 conference on Interpretation of Public Rituals held, at Kingés College, London included two
Sussex historians Ranajit Guha, and Peter Burke. The other members were Bernard Cohn, Terence
Ranger and Keith Thomas.*® Peter Burke who was at Sussex from 1962 to 1979 was part of the
School of European Studies and on his way to becoming a leading historian of culture of early Modern
Europe.?

Whilst some of Guhabs colleagues missed the significance of his intellectual achievements, there is no
doubt that his creative understanding developed at Sussex in association with a group of distinguished
Sussex colleagues and doctoral students, David Arnold, David Hardiman and others. Eileen Yeo the
gifted historian of class and gender politics remembers his years at Sussex in that, dIn intellectual and
political life, Ranajit was fiercely committed. At a time when we were exploring history from below, he
was pioneering subaltern studies in Indian and global history. In politics, Ranajit passionately defended
the right to demonstrate on campus against the Vietnam war, citing the horrific image of the little girl in
agony, wrapped in flames of napalm, as the most compelling case against inactiond.?! Another academic
star Homi Bhabha who was also at Sussex university at this time records a pleasant evening in Guhads
home when after a dinner in Brighton, Guha playfully remarked: 6'You see unlike you | am no 6the-o-
risto?

The post-colonial moment had changed. Guha was in India in 1970-71 on a sabbatical from Sussex at
the start of what was to be an important decade for India manifesting the crackdown against Maoist
resistance in the form of the Naxalbari movement. For the Frontier magazine Guha penned éFor all who
care, it is time to wake up to the fact that, so far as political torture is concerned, we already have a bit
of Algeria in West Bengal.d* Post-colonial nationalism was beginning to devour its children.

There are other stories one can piece together from his time at Sussex. Richard Price, one of his early
graduate students at Sussex who had worked with him on British working-class attitudes towards
imperialism had joined his special subject class on European Imperialism and noted that éthis was not
the usual course that began with the age of explorations. It began instead with the theorists of empire
and then went on to study the British, French and German cases within that context. Ranajit was the
first person to teach me that the problems of history could be conceptual, rather than being a problem

19 Shahid Amin, ‘Reminiscing about Ranajit Guha’. May, 2023, The video of the 1976 conference on
Interpretaton of Public Rituals King’s College, London includes Ranajit Guha, Bernard Cohn, Peter Burke,






work was addressing the dsticks and stones of historyd?® also resonated in terms of Richardds own
pioneering environmental history contributions. Guhabs Sussex years saw the flowering of his original
conceptions of History in the company of an exceptional group of historians, dedicated to a new kind
of history. He was a particularly creative and influential scholar whose ideas came into full focus in the
freer institutional environment of Sussex in the 60s and 70s.

29 Richard Grove, Personal Communicaton, 2005



