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This review would like to revisit the recent story of a position and an anti position in the 
socio-economic history of India that came to academic discourse of prominence in the last 
few decades. These reflections are drawn from the reading of the 9 plus volumes of subaltern 
history project that we have read and the more recent reading of the Postcolonial Theory and 
the Specter of Capital by Vivek Chibber (2013). History of thought is a history of contradiction 
of thought. Ideas have ruled the world and ideas have also helped crumple empires and 
principalities of the world too. The emergence of an idea into an ideology and a way of life 
and the counter emergence of an alternative and its expansion into a way of life marks the 
progress or digress or culmination of history. Books that critique the prevailing wisdom in 
the academia, itself the outcome of hard won labour into history and archaeology, nature and 
its evolution, people and their movements, critique and counter critique of texts is difficult to 
come by and Vivek Chibber’s Postcolonial Theory and the Specter of Capital is one such. 

Chibber takes on subaltern historians by the horn to expose the flaws in their project and 
in their argumentation. He does so by exposing the misreading of the European history and 
sociology in the eagerness to compare with and create a contrast and further on to create 
a space for an alternative historiography and its logic. While the project itself is regarded 
as praiseworthy enterprise that caught on the imagination of the academic world and was 
propelled to the centre of global learning with the preeminence of Gayatri Spivak Chakraborty, 
Chibber attempts to argue the illogicality and misreading of the history of Europe by these 
scholars and conversely of the Indian situation as unique or different in comparison. 

Though Chibber’s argument is against the grain of a prevailing postcolonial theorizing and 
deserves to be heard, however, muted it may remain, as he himself fears, given the investment 
the establishments have done in setting up chairs and journals, yet let truth be told is the spirit 
with which he has forged ahead in his book which has eleven chapters in all. The first four 
place in context the emergence and denouement of subaltern theory and the project. In the 
next two chapters he attempts to unveil the role of capital capturing the Marxist argument 
for his purpose of critiquing the subaltern theorists. In the following four chapters he takes 
on in varying degree three leading lights of the and attempts to demolish their claims. In the 
final concluding chapter, he who is more than adequately happy to revise and review and 
repeat the argument (which itself helps to make the point, repeatedly) sums up the false gains 
of subaltern theorists and the emboldening of the orientalist thinking it has helped in turn to 
promote. 
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The main argument he places in all through the chapters is that the universalizing role of 
capital has been not sufficiently taken into account by the subaltern historians in staking a claim 
to alterity. If the role of capital is correctly understood the way it has played out globally, India 
would not stand out as an altogether different scenario as the subaltern theorists have made 
it out to be is what he harps on from chapter to chapter. A detailed excursus of the chapter is 
illustrative and instructive of the argument and thus we shall come to what is probably being 
submerged or overlooked or subsumed in the project. There seems to be a thin line separating 
the way it can be creatively used or can be once again used by power to nullify the freedom 
that modernity brought forth.

Vivek dissects the subaltern theorization basing on three prominent sources - Guha, 
Dipesh Chakraborty and Partha Chatterjee - to six theses and tries to refute them and show 
their weakness in their argument and how the project brings back to life orientalist thinking 
and a justification for colonialism in their attempt to stay clear of the enlightenment trajectory 
and the Marxian meta narratives that do not do justice to the unique features of postcolonial 
societies and their attempt to take on agency. 

The crux of the argument is built around the colonial capitals refusal to take up its 
universalizing mission and as a result to accommodate the ancient regime (here the whole case 
is not mentioned but implied). Though Chibber critiques he acknowledges it as significant for 
political analysis (p.15). The Indian Bourgeoisie failed to integrate the popular culture (here 
meaning Dalit and Tribal, OBC and Women) of a modernizing discourse. This state of affairs 
held to be in sharp contrast from what happened in Europe where the bourgeoisie took on 
the culture of the popular feudal serfs, the subalterns, into the modernizing discourse is what 
is critiqued by Chibber as a false reading of European history. Instead of enumerating the 
chapters, we shall go on to identify his chief argument and make one possible danger that 
his reading of subaltern history and its critique can have for the future of Indian social re-
engineering.

From the days of Marx (1840) Capital (Das Capital) is of world fame. The economic 
determination of politics and culture; the dialectical materialism and the resultant determinism 
that capital thus succeeds  to effect in the flow of economic history is well known. I heard it as a 
class IX student of history and economics. The impact that the classical theory of economics and 
the determinism that capital and its spread across societies ever since the industrial revolution 
is by now common sense knowledge. The unique impact of Capital on the formation of a 
modern nation state (birth of nationalism) away from the centralizing determinants of feudal 
worldview and arrangements is what is meant by the ‘universalizing effect of capital. In other 
words, with the arrival of wealth into the hands of the bourgeoisie they shaped a new thinking 
and a mode of social arrangements away from and different from the traditional (feudal = 
Lords and Serfs); and thus was born modernity (read from the economic angle). This process 
of the power of wealth (capital) to determine the flow of culture and device new social-political 
arrangements  initiated through the rebellion of 1640 in England and continued into the 1789 
revolution in France is what is credited as the birth of the modern age. This has its parallel in 
the philosophical discourse of the era is what Rousseau, Des Cartes, Francis Bacon, John and 
James Stuart Mill and a score of others have recorded as having happened is spread through 
their writings.
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In the 1980s with Ranajit Guha, the historian, began the project of unearthing the history of 
the impact of capital on Indian society and the reading of the difference it brought or manifested 
in India as it had its play through colonialism. This presumed that the pre-colonial era in India 
as in Europe was a feudal arrangement with the princes and their retinue of administration at 
the local level forming the feudal lords and the rest of  the peasants being tenants and serfs. 

This inquiry of critical nature, spearheaded by Guha came to be known as the Subaltern 
Project after him and a group of Subaltern historians, delving into local and regional histories  
with a direction and intent to identify the role of peasants and tribals in the transition of Indian 
society. It made a scathing critique of the failure of the Indian bourgeoisie to emerge as it 
did in Europe, spearheading the nationalistic democratic movement percolating the values of 
modernity down to the peasants and dalits and thus transforming society from traditional to 
the modern. 

One of their objectives was to trace the causes for the transition to modernity in India. 
This was pinpointed as the failure of capital to play its role of universalization. This was 
willy nilly identified as due to the unique features of Indian society were the formation of 
social stratification was not only along class lines as in Europe but much more entrenched 
into measured modes of segregation and separation between the layers in society determined 
by factors other than the mere dimension of wealth or economics. While Guha and Dipesh 
Chakraborty and the group of scholars working on these alternative stories of the subaltern 
in Indian history and their role in the nation formation attempted to highlight something of 
a history and a development not underscored and recognized by the Cambridge historian or 
the colonial historian and not even by the mainstream nationalist historians it created a wave 
of attention into the late 80s and 90s.  A critique to their project emerged very slowly and 
‘post colonial theory and specter of capital ‘ is probably the best summation of that critical 
argument.

Therefore, to summarize, while history in India has been made not only by the colonial 
masters nor only by the elite nationalists of the Indian resistance to colonialism, there have 
been umpteen expressions from the subalterns - the peasants, the women, the Dalits, the hoi 
polloi, the commoners, the local resistance movements - and these deserved recording and an 
acknowledgement. In this process of highlighting the role of the subaltern and the reading of 
the colonial project as a dominance without hegemony - peoples appropriation of the values 
of the changing times and formations, the critical voices to this critique is trying to say that the 
uniqueness of the Indian situation as read y Guha and Dipesh and group is not all together 
unique but regarded so from a faulty, incomplete reading of the reference point or counterpoint 
- meaning to say, the European transition to modernity and the imagined role played therein 
by capital as a universalizing democratizing project, a dissemination of wealth and new ideas 
of community formation as a people to people-process.

While agreeing with Guha that there is a difference in the way capital engaged itself in India 
and therefore the attempted transition was a failed one, the cause by which it failed according 
to Chibber is not the same as what Guha meant it to be. For Guha the bourgeoisie in Europe 
and England took the lead as a result of the wealth distribution process to democratize society. 
Whereas in India the Indian bourgeoisie failed to emerge and fulfill their role of democratizing 
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society because of the social stratification over and above class differentiation. For Vivek 
Chibber, Guha is not right or correct in reading the European British social transition because 
the role played by capital constrained the emergence of democratic aspirations unlike what 
Guha read it to be, and as arising from more contemporary researches into the social set up 
of those times around 1640, in England and 1870, in France and this trend continued well into 
late 19th and even early 20th centuries is what he is trying to counter establish as an argument.

In making his case he draws on the research done by the Dipesh Chakraborty on the Jute 
Mill owners of Kolkata. Dipesh engages his study to go along with Guha to show that the 
hegemony of the jute mill owners was without domination. In other words, the wealth /
capital that was invested in setting up the Jute factories did not sufficiently lead o equalize 
Indian workforce because of the colonial condition in which it was deployed. Chibber draws 
on the trade and investment patterns of Europe and shows how even there the capital (those 
who wield it) ensured that the workforce did not get to the limits of challenging authority and 
in order to do so even worked towards controlling the political forces that would keep labour 
at its place and not usurp an assertiveness that could be counter to the aspirations and goals of 
capitalists or capital investors!

Therefore, one of the lessons to be drawn from the debate is the well established fact 
that the capital behaves the same way whether its in Europe, India, China or England. The 
extend of its reach is such that we can now comfortably invert the famous slogan of Marx: 
‘proletariats of the world unite you have nothing to lose but your chains’ with ‘billionaires of 
the world unite because you have nothing but to gain the chaining of them all, all of them the 
non-millionaires”. 

In sum, the problem that I find with a well researched and articulated book the Specter of 
Capital comes from the probably unintended but disturbingly sinister use to which it can be 
put by the re-emerging elite wanting to reinscribe in Indian society the erstwhile traditional 
systems, and are looking for one more example to pigeonhole and dethrone all of the western 
knowledge as the cause for the evils, even as the obituaries of colonialism that churn out 
repeated attempt to establish. What is the modern India left with other than not having the 
wherewithal to reclaim the essence of its power of egalitarianism embedded in its soul, and 
camouflaged and disclaimed repeatedly, for the benefit of the traditional capital/social/
dominant class/community? Chibber has made a coherent argumentation and a point that the 
world is not all perfect and not even in Europe, or Britain, despite longer years of democratic 
rule. This is therefore, an indictment of the processes of democracy into which modern India, 
in order to free its millions who were considered ill gotten and not deserving of equal rights; 
and to thrust them once again back into the stranglehold of social stratification, waiting to 
be re-inscribed tooth and nail. Chibber deserves to be read with a cautious eye and ear as to 
be ready for the war that is being unleashed on the modern sensibility and its yet to be fully 
realized future. 


