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4 -f Becoming a Borderland

For much of its medieval history, Beneal remainoH u
region over which the empires oftte north hadcontrol, and culturally it detained mrnTofltIt^r' "
frontier zone, between the settled agrarian society nf VhTr I
plains and the nomadic cultivators, hunters and elth tt"?
northeast (Chatteijee 2007: 6). gatherers of India's
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munity that inhabited parts of north Bfngal, easter^R '̂
Goalpara.^Basuacknowledgesthatenquiriesint Ausocietal structures betweenfhe comrl^^t; U^gt "''h'
mBengal could lend greater complexity to the narrat^v m
this, nor the fact that the movement had asig^f^an „
presence in thearea, tempts theauthor,however tocrosstrh "
of his research into adjacent Goalpara. The tend fr- .'h"'
histories from Bhutan. Leo Rose's study projects tho
identity of Bhutan as asovereign, mdependenfnafe^T'?7
colonial and even the pre-colonial period (Rose 1^771 / 1
shared histories and elements of overlapping =n
territoriality are impossible to recover when intsra
Bhutan, the Duar area and polities such as B«n? Tc "
introduced under the heading of 'foreiun i-olit-
the explorati_on of pre-colonial no^i^ of powpr ^ Without

i-Fower and space in the
o e a curious form

"nits that are in Rose's
' And his text
ronistic construction of
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, countries as welljns further east in the
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frontier zone for historians of South East Asian Studies as well.

Historians of southeast Asia might see Java as 'free of the burden
of being a civilisation ... a cross-roads that draws upon, trans
forms and reworks currents coming from China, Champa, hidia,
Iraq and even the Netherlands' (Subrahmanyam 2005: 6), but
in the works of scholars working on Thailand, Indonesia and
Vietnam, areas such as northeastern India, Yiman, Sri Lanka,
Madagascar and New Guinea continue to be represented as
'marches, the borderlands that separate the region from other
world regions' (van Schendel 2002: 650-51). There is a return
to the civihsational narrative here, perhaps subtler than in the
classic cores, but a return nevertheless. A key concern of this book
is the hidden (and sometimes not so hidden) persistence of this
narrative that 'necessarily (if not intentionally) induces a reading
back of "present-national sentiments" into a timeless past...
thereby prevent(ing) history from working against the cultural
hegemonies in the present by stultifying our analysis of mobility,
context, agency, contingency, and change' (Ludden 2005: 3).

And it is the critique of this pervasive presence of the civil-
isational approach that tends to ambush even the most unlikely
of historians, that can be a useful scaffolding for researching
spatial histories such as the ones being studied here. Despite the
processes ofstateformation incertain parts (Cooch Behar, Bhutan),
these are places that remained outside of the 'civilisational' cores
of neighbouring Assam and Bengal except when the narratives
of later cultural nationalism demanded that the peripheries be
identified as repositories of civilisational antiquity. Even this act
of inclusion into the national pasts of cores condemned this
region to the inferior temporality of a space that consisted of frag
ments of ancient histories of various nations. That these border
areas lacked a certain geographical compactness (the privilege of
neighbouring Bengal, for example) and were marked by the
difficult terrain of the Himalayas, the Tibetan plateau and dense
forests at the foothills, all of which made the region appear like a
conglomerate of separate physical entities only reaffirmed its
historical peripheralisation. Writing on an area contiguous to
this region, Willem van Schendel describes these as 'places that
disappear intothefolds ofthemap ... regions which arevictims of
cartographic surgery ... routinely sliced intopieces by themakers
of regional maps, a treatment nevermeted out toheartlands such
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