WHERE FUSION CANNOT WORK — FAITH AND
HISTORY

Romils Thapar on the Ram (Scie) Bridge Controversy
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Faith aud fustury bave been hreaghe inro conflivt once axuin
by being forced 1o jaintly ceengy the sume pubbic spaze in
conemprrary [adia, [nellecl. thers sheuld bana cnnflizt i
it is recngaized hal the b are imeconcilabley ansd thal they
cannar e [used logether. Uhey arz indepandent of each other.
Their premizes, their methods of enguiry, and their
Tormulations are diszimilar, S inslead of ndng to conflats
teetn. it might be botter w ¢onuede the diffzrenze and
ezl the distange,

Whan distoriane speah of the histovizine of person, place, or
avent, they require avidense singular ur plural — thar
proves Lhe exismenee af ary ol lese and this cvidanee Is bused
on data relaring o space and lime. he ran impacianl spaces
in the Valmiki Rawrpors ate Avodbya and Lanka, on the
lezatian ol which scholarly cpinica dillers.

The locutinn. of Lanka, lor example, has heen disputed by
Indian seholass Lerthe pastcenhay and rontins unidentificd
with any cerlainly. Some have losated il in the Vindhyaz —
i Amarkantal or i Chota Noaapor — end others in the
Malunadi dele. The identilication with present day Sei Lunla
15 problematic, The earliest name for Cerlun judging by
Indian, {ireek und Labin references of the Mauryan and past-
Mauryan period was Tamwaparni {Taprebane in Greek).
Ashalan thethind santiey BC. in eneof his edicts, tnentiong
Turnrzparni a5 on the [untier. Later, the more commanly
used nurne was Sinhala or Sinhala-dvips (Sl or Sieledib
m Cireek ) 10 would seem that the name Lanka wos o later
adeprion of the cenlurics AL,

This kecomes puzzling for e historio. 7 Vehniki was
reforring to Cevlen then is nane shoutd have heen e e
by wlugh e teland was kaman, cither Taruapaml or else
Sinfula, ul the dme of hiz compraition, Bul sinee the name
wsed 5 Lenks, which at this e appears ned tn have baon
the name for Cevlew, Wien perhaps Lanka was located
elzewhiere, The location of the Bam S woold Tave 1w be
recuasidereld. 'his has heon sugaesied by scholars whe have
avgued thar the st was moee likely located in asmall expanse
of water in centtal Tndia end not in the Balk Sieails, Moz i
e st relecedd Lo in every versing ntthe stoa Allematively,
it Lauky o the text is & refergice o Cevlon, then the
cumpasition of the Valiniki poen would have ta he dated 1o
a lator pericd when the jeland cami o be called Laoka, All
this nnceitaly = gquite apart fram the yuestion of the
teehoizal viability of building a hridge across o wide socteh
al sea an Lhe centurics B,

T 33 said thar the Barm Sen s acullocel heritage and therefurs
cannar he desmave] even il 15 anateral peclogical lurmation
Aansd il mou-rnade. Has rhe idey becorne the heritags? To
seiurch fur gnon-seisrem wran-made stroctore rkes away lnom
the imaginative leap ol u Gantusy and denies the luscinating
layering of [olklore. [U would be more appropriste o
recoenize e undersca farmations o the Palk Sirais as 2
Petural heritage and prorest e relevanl uress. We pay oo
allention ta the fact diat such murine parks ars as imporant
ter nar ceobagical Tuture ws those visihle on e landscanpe,

Thal Fanna is conreal ooovarianl versions of ts sty is, in
neel mot evidange of Lisloricite. IF the varians contnnljcl
eech ether as they do. this mey oreare problems for thnse
whi believe thut only ome etthe vaciaats 1 ue. But multiple
varianls enrich fiz interest of historical and comparative
wnalyvsas in assessitig Ui degree t whizh eash approaimates,
if at all, ta lbe hiswrical past ar what the divergence
avm bolizes,

Thae twar closest i ome o the Valmikd ace the Quddhise and
Jaina vuriants. The Buddhist version in the Oasorari e, oo
diflTers entirely from flie Valmiki. Rama is the san of e raja
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of Varanasi; exile is 1o the Ilimalayas; and there is no
kidnapping ot Sita by Ravana.

The earliest of many Jaina versions, the Padmacharita of
Vimalasuri, dating to the centuries AD, contradicts all earlier
versions and states that it is doing so in order to present the
correct version of what happened. 1t differs substantially from
the Valmiki narrative. Ravana is not a demonic villain but a
human counter-hero. It presents the story in the conceptual
framework of Jainism.

These other versions might be objected to or dismissed by
the person who has faith in the Valmiki version since the
other versions differ. What is of interest to the historian is
not the number of variant versions, which is impressively
large, but why major changes were introduced into these.

This does not happen with the biographies of those who were
known to be historical figures and who foundcd belief
systems: the Buddha, Jesus Christ, Mohammad. Their
biographies adhere largely to a single storyline and this helps
to endorse the ‘official’ narrative of their life. Their existence
is recorded in other sources as well that arc not just narratives
of their lives but have diverse associations. The historicity
of the Buddha, for example, is cstablished, among other
things, by the fact that a couple of centuries after he dicd, the
emperor Ashoka on a visit to Lumbini had a pillar erected to

commemorate the Buddha’s place of birth. This is recorded

in an inscription on the pillar.

If the current debate had grown from a genuine sense of

enquiry, historians might have participated. Human activity
has a historical context and this is open to historical comment.
But it is only too evident that the issue of the Ram Sctu has
become a matter of political strategy on the part of those
. who are mobilizing in the name of faith, and on the part of
those who are reacting to the mobilization. From the point
of view of archaeology and history, the Archaeological
Survey of India was correct in stating that there is to date no
evidence to conclusively prove the historicity of Rama. The
annulling of this statement was also a political act. Reliably
proven evidence is of the utmost significance to history but
not so to faith. Blasphemy does not lie in doubting historicity.
The historian is not required to pronounce on the legitimacy
of faith. But the historian can try and explain the historical

context to why, in a particular space and time, a particular
faith acquires support. And we need to remind ourselves that
our heritage has been constantly enriched not just by those
of faith but also by those who contend with faith.

If there is a strong faith — in the religious sense — among
millions of people, then it does not require to be protected
through massive demonstrations and the killing of innocent
persons, through political mobilization. Nor do archaeology
and history have to be brought in to keep that faith intact.
Faith finds its own place and function, as do archaeology ;
and history. And the place and function of each is separate.
To say that the partial removal of an underwater formation
in the Palk Straits is going to hurt the faith of millions is not
giving faith its due. Is faith so fragile that it requires the
support of an underwater geological formation believed to
have been constructed by a deity? Making faith into a political
issuc in order to win elections is surely offensive to faith?

What is at issue is not whether Rama existed or not, or
whether the underwater formation or a part of it was originally
a bridge constructed at his behest. What is at issue is a
different and crucial set of questions that require neither faith
nor archaeology but intelligent expertise: questions ihat are
being wilfully diverted by bringing in faith. Will the removal
of a part of the natural formation eventually cause immense
ecological damage and leave the coasts of south India and
Sri Lanka open to catastrophes, to potential tsunamis in the
future? Or can it be so planned that such a potentiality is
avoided? '

What would be the economic benefits of such a scheme in
enhancing communication and exchange? Would the benefits
reach out to local communities and, if so, how? Equally
important, one would like to know precisely what rolc wili
be played by the multinational corporations and their
associatcs in India. Who will finance and control the various
segments of such an immense project? It is only whea such
details are made transparent that we will also get some clues
to the subterranean activities that are doubtless already
simmering. These are the questions that should be asked of
this project and that at this point in time should be occupying

public space. |

Courtesy the Hindu, 28 September 2007
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