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History has only one concern and aim, and that is to be useful; which again has only one single source, and that is truth.

– Lucian of Samosata (c. 125–180)

A historian ought to be…faithful to the truth, which is the mother of history, the preserver of great actions, the enemy of oblivion, the witness of the past, the director of the future.

– B.R. Ambedkar (1891–1956)
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Spread of Bronze Age civilization and the birth of Indo-European languages.
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INTRODUCTION

The author of this book, Charles Allen, died in 2020 before he could complete it. We had been talking about the book for a while, with the possibility of collaborating on a TV documentary proposal. I had agreed to edit the book for him, but it is all his work.

Six months after Charles died, the ridiculous horned figure bellowing on the floor of the U.S. Capitol in the break-in on 6 January 2021 displayed a series of tattoos on his bare chest and arms that are central to the theme of this book. Along with Thor’s hammer and the Valknut, a Nordic device to remember the dead linking three triangles, the so-called ‘QAnon Shaman’ displayed a Sonnenrad – a device with many arms like thunderbolts swirling around a circle. For several years, Charles had been investigating how ancient myths about Aryan conquests had become distorted into a narrative for white supremacists. All three devices are displayed by contemporary white Aryan supremacist groups and have been seen in many countries, including on the uniforms of some soldiers on both sides in the Russian–Ukranian war that began in February 2022. The Sonnenrad is particularly useful to groups across those places in Europe where the swastika is banned, with a design similar enough to bear the same message but different enough to be legal.
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Jacob Chansley, aka the ‘QAnon Shaman’, in the Capitol in Washington, DC, on 6 January 2021.
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The Valknut, a Nordic symbol co-opted by the extreme right, who claim an imagined ‘Aryan’ past.
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The Sonnenrad, which takes runes used by the Nazi SS, turning them into a wheel.

These devices, and others drawing from a distortion of Aryan mythology, were also displayed by the gunman who shot 51 Muslims in Christchurch, New Zealand, in August 2019. Charles was appalled by the ignorance of this, and the loss of life caused by a false view of history. In the notes he made for an introduction, he wrote about ‘self-styled Aryan Nations, Aryan Brotherhood, White Aryan Resistance and Canadian Aryan Guard, as well as sundry neo-Nazis, neo-fascists, neo-Confederates and ultra-nationalists’, who gathered for a white supremacist rally in Charlottesville, Virginia, in August 2017. They saw their way of life as under threat from those they regarded as the Other – Jews and those with darker skins.

‘The irony, of which white supremacists appear to be unaware,’ Charles wrote, ‘is that the largest concentrations of persons genetically identifiable as of Aryan descent (in the sense that their ancestors identified themselves as such) are to be found in northern India, northern Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran.’ So did the ‘Aryans’ originate in India, a view that the governing Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in India has been trying to promote? Or did they come from northern Europe or Russia, a nationalist belief mirroring that of the BJP theorists? It was a topic that had absorbed him for years, and he drew together many threads of research for this book.

The evidence supports neither those who place the Aryan homeland in north India nor those who place it in northern Europe. The point of origin is now thought to be somewhere in a wide belt along the Russian steppe – from north of the Black Sea in modern Ukraine as far as Kazakhstan in the east – from where some Aryans moved north and westward to Europe, and others later moved south-eastward to India and Iran. (It is a bitter truth Charles would have hated that a major European war has now erupted at the western end of a region he saw as the cradle of civilization.)

The evidence is fragmentary since the original Aryans, whose migrations were probably from around 3200 BCE to 1000 BCE, left no written texts. The people they appear to have displaced in India after 2000 BCE, usually referred to as the Indus Valley Civilization, did leave a written text, although tantalizingly it has not yet been deciphered. There are, however, religious texts transmitted orally from generation to generation during this long gap in the written record. The oldest text in any Indo-European language, the Rig Veda was composed between 1400 and 1000 BCE but was not apparently written down until the emergence of the Brahmi script at the time of Ashoka in the third century BCE. The people of the Rig Veda called themselves ‘Āryas’, the earliest use of the term ‘Aryan’ or its derivatives, while those in the later founding Zoroastrian text, the Avesta, are ‘Ariyas’.

Telling the story has come through several sources. As well as these texts, there are archaeological finds such as graves, detective work done backwards to track the development of language links across continents and finally, the recent explosion of palaeogenetic work from ancient DNA in both people and animals.

The word ‘Aryan’ in various guises pops up in surprising places and across a huge area – ‘Ariane’, the name of a young female singer in England; ‘Ariana’, an airline in Afghanistan; ‘Arian’ in Welsh meaning silver or money; ‘Ārya’, an honorary prefix to men of rank in Java; ‘Arian’, a common men’s name in Russia (and probably ‘Alan’ an English men’s name and its mutation ‘Allen’, Charles’s own surname).

The Javanese reference comes from that nineteenth-century miscellany of the English language as used in imperial India, Hobson-Jobson, where the Javanese are described as ‘a people so remote in blood from what we understand as Aryan’.1 This definition of an Aryan race connected by blood and claiming superiority would have lethal consequences, and not just among the white supremacists of the United States. Part of Hitler’s genius was that he promoted as the icon of his Aryanism a universal symbol of the sun in movement, the swastika, that had clearly once held a special significance among the nomadic peoples of Eurasia.

But who were these Aryans, where did they come from and how did they speak? Charles’s book is the story of the search for the original home of the Proto-Indo-Europeans, the ancestors of most people in a wide swathe of the world from Ireland to India. Or as it was put by the German scholars he regarded highly – to find the Ursprache (original language) of the Urvolk (original people) in their Urheimat (original homeland).

Charles was driven to write Aryans: The Search for a People, a Place and a Myth by three compulsions. The first was sorrow at the way professional historical research has been hijacked in modern India by some in the politico-religious Hindutva movement who are politically ascendant and have been looking for a founding narrative for a newly emerging power on the world stage. They dispute the historical, linguistic and palaeogenetic evidence, which points to a major movement of people, calling themselves Aryans, into India from perhaps as early as 2000 BCE, bringing early Indo-European languages with them. ‘Aryanism is inextricably linked to their identity as Hindus and the Vedic roots of their religion,’ Charles wrote in his notes for an introduction, ‘with connotations of supremacy and a sense of entitlement.’ And so it is a matter of some importance to the identity of the modern nation, as seen by the current administration, that the Aryans were from India. They did not come into it; if there was any move, it was outwards. To the modern Hindutva movement, the discovery of swastikas in ancient European graves is proof of a move ‘Out of India’.2

The opposite view – the one suggested by evidence showing an inward move of Proto-Indo-Europeans from the steppe into India – is normally known as the ‘Aryan Invasion Theory’; not a good description as few today believe there was a violent invasion of India displacing ancient populations, but it has stuck and is used here as convenient shorthand for the movement east to be able to distinguish the argument. This is the most contested area of Indian history; those who believe that Aryans came from outside India are seen as part of a British imperialist plot.

The second motivation for this book was to unpack how the word ‘Aryan’ became so twisted in the West. Charles goes back to the ground-breaking research by William Jones in Calcutta in the late eighteenth century, the most significant of the ‘Orientalists’, European scholars of Asia, who confirmed the linguistic links joining languages from the farthest west in Europe to South Asia. Some of the most fascinating passages in this book tell of the work done on languages across the nineteenth century that described the story of human migration through the study of languages as they mutated.

This research was distorted in Europe for political ends so that a search for linguistic links became a story of racial origins, to the point that in the Wiktionary, Aryanism is defined as ‘The ideological belief in the superiority of a defined Aryan race, particularly as an element of Nazism.’3 Politics and scholarship became fatally intertwined, and the idea of a superior Aryan race took hold. The conflation of language and race became a toxic combination. Mirroring the decision by the Hindu nationalist movement in India to co-opt history in a way that put them at the centre, nationalist movements in northern Europe and Russia have promoted narratives that put the Aryan Urheimat in their territory, with migration flowing outwards.

Thirdly, Charles was driven to write Aryans by his love of archaeology, which began when he spent a summer working on digs in Athens while at the British School at the age of 18. He later did a course in Tuscany, writing ruefully, ‘After that, grubbing about with a trowel in a sodden English field looking for the faintest stains of post holes has never held the same magic.’ Charles knew that archaeology always had a subjective element but was becoming more of a rigorous science through carbon dating and thermoluminescence testing. Along with European experts, he wanted to shed light on some of the unsung heroes of Russian archaeology, whose work was not published in the West during the long years of the Soviet Union from 1917 to 1991.

It was his long association with India that drew Charles to the challenge of unpacking the story of the Aryans in this, his 26th book, written across a more ambitious canvas than others, both geographically and in terms of time scale. He was born in India in 1940, the latest generation in a family with Indian roots going back to the eighteenth century. His father was a multilingual district officer in Assam in the northeast, well enough embedded in India for the new prime minister Jawaharlal Nehru to ask him to stay on after Independence in 1947. A year later, Charles’s idyllic Indian childhood came to an end when he was packed off, like his ancestors before him, to a series of draughty English boarding schools which he hated. In his biography of Kipling, he had fellow feeling for a sense of loss when Kipling made the same journey earlier. ‘India had been the paradise garden of his childhood, his land of lost delight.’4 Charles’s great-grandfather, Sir George Allen, had given Kipling his first job as an assistant editor of the Civil and Military Gazette in Lahore and published his first stories.

Charles never hid the dark side of the empire, and yet he saw a parallel story of British scholars who cared about the subcontinent. His most important books shone a light on the philologists, archaeologists and geographers who became known as Orientalists. This became a negative term when Edward Said wrote a scathing critique in 1978, claiming the British framed the East as a place to be judged, ruled and catalogued as if a zoological collection. ‘What Professor Said and his many supporters have consistently failed to ask is where we would be without the orientalists,’ Charles wrote. ‘They initiated the recovery of South Asia’s lost past.’5 He wrote several books about Buddhism and about perhaps the most important find of European archaeologists in India – the location of the lost Bodh Gaya complex in Bihar, now revered as the location where Buddha attained enlightenment. And far from the British presence strengthening the caste system, as many historians have argued, in Charles’s view, the orientalists were bearers of enlightenment values, which challenged caste differences, with the aim of ‘enabling a newly emergent and increasingly modernizing middle class to free itself from the chains of orthodoxy.’

The first two chapters of the book tell how the idea of an Aryan people was mythologized by the Nazis, as they claimed the swastika for their own and promoted the idea of a ‘master race’, unsullied by alien blood. Charles wanted to explore the work of Professor Max Müller, blamed by the Hindutva movement for promoting the Aryan Invasion Theory. They even attack Müller for translating the great founding text of Hinduism, the Rig Veda, into English, claiming it was done in a demeaning way.6 Although Müller spent most of his working life in England, where there was more access to ancient Sanskrit texts, he was a German, and Charles was struck by the sense of Germany as the European home of Sanskrit learning, noting that fourteen German universities currently have Sanskrit courses, against four in the UK, and ‘regrettably, in 2005 Cambridge ceased to offer Sanskrit’.

Chapters Three to Six tell the story of the archaeological discoveries across Europe and Eurasia that, tomb by tomb, began to tell a compelling story of human migration. Something dramatic clearly happened in human history in the steppe region around 3000 BCE, which allowed a group (or many groups) of people to have mobility and the desire to use it to first go west and north and then east and a thousand years later begin the move south towards India. These were the Proto-Indo-Europeans, often referred to as ‘West Eurasians’, who in places called themselves Aryans. One theory is that steppe people were more efficient farmers than those who lived in Europe previously and moved and cleared forests ahead of them, occupying space that had not been lived on before. Another intriguing idea, from DNA evidence discovered in graves, is that the steppe people had developed immunity to Yersinia pestis, the bacterium later responsible for the Black Death.7 As they moved, they wiped out indigenous people who did not share their resistance.

It may be that these first ‘Aryans’ had more capacity to domesticate horses than the farmers they replaced, so enabling them to have a nomadic lifestyle, win battles and move further and fast. New evidence is coming out all the time that changes the story. If Charles had been alive, he would have been fascinated by research published in Nature, which tells a complex story of the spread of horses. One previous theory was that the domestication of horses spread from the Botai people in modern-day Kazakhstan, at the far eastern end of the steppe region, who are known to have ridden horses from around 3500 BCE. But using evidence from 273 ancient horse specimens, the researchers concluded that Botai horses are not the ancestors of the modern horse, which instead comes from further west, around modern Ukraine, further confirming the narrative of Aryan movement from the steppe region that linguistic and archaeological evidence had put together.

The evidence from these finds remains complex. The first moves from the steppe west and north into Europe probably came without advantages brought by a better capacity to use horses, whose value had not been previously appreciated. But the later move into India from around 2000 BCE does appear to have been assisted by horses and crucially through the ability to manage two-person war chariots. The researchers for the Nature piece conclude ‘Indo-Iranian languages, chariots and horses spread together’.8 But once they were there, if that is how they arrived, they did not leave traces of horses, and this absence in grave sites in India is used by ‘Out of India’ Hindutva scholars to mock the idea that they were a late arrival brought by Aryans. Instead, they assert that the key Hindu texts were written thousands of years before the generally accepted dates of scholars and that ancient Indians of the Indus Valley Civilization obviously used horses since horses are mentioned in the Rig Veda.9 The evidence is not conclusive either way. There have been few ancient graves of any sort discovered in India, where extreme heat and humidity have destroyed organic remains.

Chapters Seven to Ten tell the story of the migration into India using the best evidence available. Charles draws on linguistic and archaeological research as well as the two oldest religious texts in the world, the Zoroastrian Avesta and the Hindu Rig Veda. The Avesta tells a migration story as the peoples wander through ‘sixteen homelands’. Similarly, the Rig Veda recounts journeys. In the introduction to their authoritative recent translation, the Sanskrit scholars Stephanie Jamison and Joel Brereton note that if you follow ‘the internal chronology of the Rig Veda, geographic references suggest a movement from the northwest towards the east’.10 Pinning down the exact locations of this movement is complex, especially as Charles wrote that nomad holy places moved with them; sacred mountains and rivers were not necessarily fixed in place.

The river Saraswati is one of the most important features of the landscape defining the Vedic homeland. Approved modern Hindu thinking puts it in Punjab, the river Ghaggar-Hakra. But geological or climate change meant that this was totally dry by around 2000 BCE, just the time of the presumed first arrival of the Aryans. Charles believed that one other potential location for the holy river is in southwest Afghanistan, a discovery he was always keen to highlight to me as I have travelled there extensively and have written several books about the country. Ancient Indians and Iranians reused place names as they travelled. The Saraswati could, of course, at one time or another have been both of these rivers.

In Chapter Ten, there is a specific focus on the story of Hindu nationalism, from its roots among Bombay intellectuals in the nineteenth century – the first generation of Indians to benefit from British-backed education – to its triumphant place as the governing orthodoxy of the country. Charles shows how archaeological evidence was manipulated, in one case with a fake photograph, in order to prove that there were no Aryan arrivals in India.

Chapter Eleven is the glue that binds the argument together, looking at evidence from modern palaeogenetics – a study which had hardly begun before 2015 but is now transforming our understanding of the ancient world as more DNA samples are published. Charles was wary of drawing firm conclusions. In the notes he left, he wrote, ‘Finally a reminder that this is not a book about certainties. This is a world where the evidence “suggests” rather than shows unequivocally, and where words like “possibly”, “probably”, “perhaps” and “may have” proliferate.’

DNA evidence from the few ancient human remains that have been published changed his language, broadly confirming the story of Aryan migration from the steppe as suggested by the linguistic and archaeological evidence, adding layers of complexity to the narrative.

Charles had an abiding curiosity to the end. Only a couple of years before he died, I took an Indian friend to meet him. The friend works with Adivasi communities in the huge Dandakaranya forest in the centre and east of the country. These are poor forest dwellers who live outside the caste system and may be the descendants of the indigenous people of the subcontinent before the arrival of the Aryans. They are known as ‘tribals’, although the present government does not recognize their difference or supposed indigenous origins. Charles had an erudite discussion with my friend, including about how the Adivasis see their world. Dandakaranya is sacred to Hindus, and the scene of some of the central passages of the epic tales of the Ramayana, which tells of how the forest was full of demons that needed to be rooted out. The Adivasis, though, see the story the other way around. The demons are protectors, and the Hindu god Rama is the enemy. This reversal of religious views, where demons are considered as gods and vice versa, is precisely mirrored in a story of Aryan origins Charles tells in Chapter Nine as one reason for a great split during the Aryan migration between Aryans who headed for Iran and those who went on to India.

My role has been to edit the text, discarding some elements and tightening the narrative. We were in close touch in the months before Charles died when he handed it over, and I have been struck since by the depth of research that he put into the many strands of a story he unveils layer by layer to get to the kernel within. The beginning and end of the book are an examination of how politicians have bent the past to their will in order to make some contemporary political point. Charles had little patience with this. His respect across all of his now 27 books was for the facts and for the individuals, who peered at the past to try to make sense of it and were sometimes right and sometimes wrong, but always with the desire to find out to the best of their ability what had really happened while working with fragmentary evidence.

At the heart of this book is a careful interest in the ideas of the people in the eighteenth, nineteenth and indeed twentieth centuries who did not have the advantages of later researchers but, standing on each other’s shoulders, pieced together a compelling part of the story of humankind. They rebuilt the lost languages of a people who wrote nothing down and charted epoch-making migrations by a people who moved fast and left little behind.

I leave the last word in this introduction to Charles himself, whose book this is. The manuscript he passed on had some sidetracks that he knew would never make the final text. One was a discussion about what Greek archaeological evidence had to say about the Aryan migration. I could not though leave out one passage:

The absence of chariot graves is hugely disappointing for romantics such as myself, given that the warriors buried in these graves were descendants of the heroes portrayed in Homer’s Iliad. They were forever charging about in their war chariots under the walls of Troy, with the most bloody-minded of their number – the Greeks’ psychopathic hero Achilles – dragging the corpse of his great enemy Hector three times round the city, although not before giving his slain friend Patroclus a fiery send-off that included the sacrifice of numerous sheep and oxen, four ‘proud’ horses, two house dogs that had belonged to Patroclus and human sacrifices in the form of ‘twelve brave sons of noble Trojans’.

Homer’s Iliad is the closest thing Europe has to the Indo-Aryans’ first great epic, the Mahabharata. Both were assembled in oral form at roughly the same time and have much in common besides dating, particularly in the dominant roles played by their respective deities in aiding their human heroes, even if the Greek gods are more concerned with using humans as pawns in their own quarrels than helping them. Both epics also glorify war, portrayed as a heroic, noble and bloody endeavour played out by a military elite. This way of recording warfare was necessary as it was inherent in the nature of humanity to hate and to kill, to conquer and to be conquered.

When Achilles finally stops sulking in his tent and rides out in his chariot to lead the Greeks against the Trojans, he does so in the same hyperbolic language as one finds in the Mahabharata when the Kauravas and the Pandavas go to war, each led by superheroes obsessed with victory at all costs. Remove the name of the principal in the following extract and you would be hard put to name the source: Iliad or Mahabharata?

As a man yoketh bulls broad of brow to tread white barley in a well-ordered threshing-floor, and quickly is the grain trodden out beneath the feet of the loud-bellowing bulls; even so beneath great-souled ****** his single-hooved horses trampled alike on the dead and on the shields; and with blood was all the axle sprinkled beneath, and the rims round about the car, for drops smote upon them from the horses hooves and from the tires.11

The missing name is Achilles, and the extract, of course, is from the Iliad. There are few books where you could find a discussion of both texts. But Charles drew on many sources to write this, his last book, the story of the Aryans.

David Loyn
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THE MYTH OF THE ARYAN RACE
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