
Book Review - A Brief History of India 

A Brief History of India is a well-regarded overview of one of the most ancient and influential 

civilizations in the world. Written by Alain Danielou, a French historian, musicologist, India 

expert and convert to Hinduism, the book spans the Indian subcontinent from Afghanistan to 

Sri Lanka and Bangladesh, and from the pre-Davidians to the 1980s. For his efforts, Danielou 

won a prestigious literary award and a Legion of Honor in France. 

Danielou begins with the Proto-Australoids, a hunter-gatherer group that, like many others, 

considered agriculture to be an immoral assault on the earth. These people were animistic and 

used rituals heavy in dance to control the ever-threatening spirit world. Sometime in the fourth 

millennium BC, invaders conquered much of the country. This group, the Dravidians, spread 

their influence across the subcontinent, Central Asia, the Middle East, and the Mediterranean 

basin. Mohenjo Daro, the best preserved Dravidian city, boasts of grids of streets, balconied 

houses, bathrooms, writing, wealth, and other indications of an advanced culture.  

Central Asian Aryans invaded India over the centuries starting around the third millennium BC. 

Power in the subcontinent vacillated between Dravidians and Aryans, and though the Aryans 

ultimately prevailed, they absorbed much of the Dravidian culture. India has been Hindu from 

time immemorial, but Buddhism and Jainism developed in the fifth century BC. The first 

historical Indian empire was the Magadha (642-320 BC), but beginning with Alexander the 

Great, Greek states arose in western India (Afghanistan, Pakistan) that lasted 300 years. Farther 

east, the Maurya Empire (317-180 BC) was led by such legendary kings as Chandragupta and 



Ashoka and unified much of the subcontinent. Scythians, Parthians, and Romans enjoyed brisk 

trade with the Andhra Empire (1st century BC to 3rd century AD).  

India enjoyed a time of peace and prosperity under the Guptas and the Deccan kingdoms (3rd to 

6th centuries) and the Vardhamanas (6th to 7th centuries). From the eighth to the tenth 

centuries, the Rashtrakutas, the Palas, the Pallavas, the Pandyas, the Cholas, and the Chalukyas 

reigned in the south. In the north, the Rajputs gained power.  

But starting in the early 7th century, a plague arose to the west; Arab armies under the banner 

of Islam crushed almost all who opposed them to the north, west, and east. In 637, only five 

years after Mohammad’s death, Arabs attacked Bombay. The pressure grew over the centuries, 

and from 1192-1205 Mohammad of Ghour and his successor Qutb-ud-din Aibak smashed 

Rajput forces and conquered most of northern India. These men laid the foundation of Muslim 

rule in much of India for 500 years.  

Far to the south in the 14th century, the Vijayanagar Empire arose, striving to defeat Islamic and 

other new influences.  It was a center of international trade, with diamonds, rubies, silks, 

cinnamon, camphor, musk, pepper, sandalwood, and all manner of luxuries. Though the Empire 

produced great culture, philosophy, art, and architecture, it did not produce great victories. The 

army of Husain Nizam Shah smashed the forces of Vijayanagar and pillaged the city in 1565. In 

the same period, Mongols and Turks established Muslim power over most of the subcontinent 

in what would be known as the Moghul Empire (15th to 18th centuries). Enjoying short term 

successes but suffering long term failure, the Hindu Marathas battled the Moghuls throughout 

these centuries.  



Despite the awesome power of the Faithful, another power quietly grew in the coastal regions 

of India in the 16th and 17th centuries. The Portuguese captured the port of Goa and established 

a trading mission in 1510. The Dutch and later the French established trading posts and 

conquered territory. After interludes of war between the European powers culminating in the 

Seven Years War (1756-1763), the British East India Company and later the Crown gained 

dominion of much of the subcontinent. The English fought border conflicts against the Sikhs, 

Gurkhas and other groups, and survived the Sepoy rebellion in 1858-1859, but controlled India 

until independence in 1947.     

Just as he bemoaned the Muslim invasion, Danielou bemoaned the British handling of 

independence and the partition. He describes Gandhi as more a Western socialist than a Hindu 

leader and faults liberalized Indians, as well as Western powers, for the poverty and war that 

was Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi history through the 1980s. An editorial addendum 

covered the history of the subcontinent through 2003.  

The military history of the Indian subcontinent is particularly notable. Far from being non-

violent, the Vedas (Rig, Yajur, Sama, and Atharva) portray great battles, heroic defenses, and 

conquering heroes. Shiva himself is pictured as a mighty warrior. The history of India, just like 

that of other nations, reflects this fact. The caste system is important (Brahmins/Priests, 

Khsatriyas/Warriors, Vaishyas/Merchants, Shudras/Servants, and Dalits/Untouchables). Most 

rulers and conquerors were Hindu, but would-be conquerors of the incorrect caste often simply 

adopted Buddhism and continued fighting.1  Throughout history some ethnic groups in India 

like the Punjabis, Sikhs and Gurkhas were considered “martial” and others like the Marathas 
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were not. Armies from the Moghuls to the British recruited from the former but not the latter. 

Hinduism and the rest of the Indian culture has been remarkably resilient despite centuries of 

Muslim rule but those fault lines still exist. Even today there is friction between the Hindu 

nationalist government of Narendra Modi and the large Muslim minority in India. 

Three questions 

1. How did Christianity in British India impact Christianity in India today? 

2. How will resurgent assertive Hinduism affect India’s development in the 21st century? 

3. What fault lines exist between Hindu India and her neighbors, Pakistan, Bangladesh, 

China? Will violence result? 


