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History's Fbrgotten Doubles

owever odd this might sound to contemporary historians,

millions of people still live outside ‘history’ They do have

theories of the past; they do believe that the past is important
and shapes the present and the future. but they also recognize, confront
and live with a past different from the one constructed by historians
and historical consciousness. They even have a different way of arriving
at the past.

Some historians and societies have a term and a theory for such people.
To them, those who live outside history are ‘ahistorical’, and though the
theory has contradictory components, it does have a powerful stochastic
thrust. One might even say that the historians” history of the ahistorical—
when grounded in a ‘proper” historical consciousness, as defined by the
European Enlightenment—is usually a history of the pre-historical, the
primitive, and the pre-scientific. By way of transformative politics or
that of bringing the ahistoricals into history.

There is a weak alternative—some would say response—to this position.
According to their modern historians, the idea of history is not entirely
unknown to some older civilizations like China and India. It is claimed
that these civilizations have occasionally produced quasi- or proto-
historical works during their long tenure on earth, evidently to defy being
labelled as wholly ahistorical and to protect the self-respect of their modern
historians. These days the historian’s construction of ahistoric societies
often include¥the plea to rediscover this repressed historical self.!

A creative variation on the same response is found in works like Gananath Obeysekere’s
The Apotheosis of Captain Cook: European Mythmaking in the Pacific (Princeton: Princeton
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The élites of the defeated societies are usually all too eager to heed
this plea. They sense that the dominant ideology of the state and their
own privileged access to the state apparatus are both sanctioned by the
idea of history. Many of their subjects too, though‘!isenfranchised and
oppressed by history, believe that theizplight—especially their inability
to organize effective resistance—should be blamed on their inadequate
knowledge of history. In some countries of the South today, these subjects
have been left with nothing to sell to the ubiquitous global market except
their pasts and, to be saleable, these pasts have to be, they now suspect,
packaged as history. They have, therefore, accepted history as a handy
language for negotiating the modem world. They talk history with tourists,
visiting dignitaries, ethnographers, museologists, and even with human-
rights activists fighting their cause. When such subjects are not
embarrassed about their ahistorical constructions of the past, they accept
the tacit modern consensus that these constructions are meant for private
or secret use or for use as forms of fantasy useful in the creative arts.

- On this plane, historical consciousness is very nearly a totalizing one,
for both the moderns and those aspiring to their exalted status; once
you own history, it also begins to own you. You can, if you are an artist
or a mystic, occasionally break the shackles of history in your creative
or meditative moments. (However, even then you might be all too aware
of the history of your own art, if you happen to be that kind of an artist,
or the history of mysticism, if you happen to be that kind of practitioner
of mysticism.) The best you can hope to do, by way of exercising your
autonomy, is to live outside history for short spans of ume. For instance,
when you opt for certain forms of artistic or spiritual exercises, perhaps
even when you are deliriously happy or shattered by a personal tragedy.
But these are moments of ‘freedom’ from history, involving transient
phases or small areas of life.

University Press, 1992). Obeysekere argues that history can be part-mythic and myths part-
historic, that is, there is no clear discontinuity between the two. His narrative, however,
seems to suggest that he dislikes the mythic-in-history and likes the historical-in-myths.

Shail Mayaram pushes Obeysekere’s argument to its logical conclusion in her ‘Oral
and Written Discourses: An Enquiry Into the Meo Mythic Tradition’, report to the Indian
Council of Social Science Research, Delhi 1994, p. 6: 'No civilization is really ahistorical.
In a sense, every individual is historical and uses his/her memory to organize the past. ..
The dichotomy between history and myth is an artificial one. History and myth are not
exclusive modes of representation’

Here [ reject formulations that impose the category of history on all constructions of
the past or sanction the reduction of all myths to history. I am also uncomfortable with
formulations that do not acknowledge the special political status of myths as the preferred
language of a significant propoition of threatened or victimized cultures.
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At one time not long ago, historical consciousness had to co-exist '
with other modes of experiencing and constructing the past even within -
the modern world. The conquest of the past through history was still
incomplete in the late nineteenth century, as was the conquest of space
through the railways. The historically-minded then lived with the con-
viction that they were an enlightened but threatened minority, that they
were dissenters to whom the future belonged. So at least it seems to me,
looking back upon the intellectual culture of nineteenth-century Europe
from outside the West. Dissent probably survives better when its targets
are optimally powerful, when they are neither too monolithic or steam-
rolling nor too weak to be convincing as a malevolent authority. As long
as the non-historical modes thrived, history remained viable as a baseline
for radical social criticism. That is perhaps why the great dissenters of the
nineteenth century were the most aggressively historical.

Everyone knows, for instance, that Karl Marx thought Asiatic and
African societies were ahistorical. Few know that he considered Latin
Europe, and under its influence the whole of Some America, to be ahis-
torical, too. Johan Galtung once told me that he had found, from the:
correspondence of Marx and Engels, that they considered all Slavic
cultures to be ahistorical and the Scandinavians to be no better. If 1
remember Galtung correctly, one of them also added, somewhat gratu-
itously, that the Scandinavians could be nothing but ahistorical, given
that they bathed infrequently and drank too much. After banishing so
many races and cultures from the realm of history, the great revolu-
tionary was left with only a few who lived in history—Germany, where
he was born, Britain, where he spent much of his later life, and the Low
Countries through which, one presumes, he travelled from Germany to
England.

Times have changed. Historical consciousness now owns the globe.
Even in societies known as historical, timeless or eternal—India for
example—the politically powerful now live in and with history.
Ahistoricity survives at the peripheries and interstices of such societies.
Though millions of people continue to stay outside history, millions
have, since the days of Marx, dutifully migrated to the empire of history
to become its loyal subjects. The historical worldview is now triumphant
globally; the shistoricals have become the dissenting minority,

Does this triumph impose new responsibilities on the victorious? Now
that the irrational savages, living in timelessness or in cyclical or other
forms of disreputable non-linear times, have been finally subjugated,
should our public and intellectual awareness include a new sensitivity
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to the cultural priorities, psychological skills, and perhaps even the ethical
concerns represented by the societies or communities that in different
ways are still cussed enough to choose 10 live outside history? Are they
protecting or holding in trust parts of our disowned selves that we have
dismissed as worthless or dangerous? Is ahistoricity also a form of
wilderness that needs to be protected in these environmentally conscious
times, lest, once destroyed, it is lost forever as a ‘cultural gene pool’ in
case the historical vision exhausts itself while fighting our profligate ways
and we are forced to retrace our steps? Before we make up our minds and
answer the question, let me draw attention to what seem to be two of the
defining features of ahistorical societies.

This is not'an easy task. It is my suspicion that, broadly speaking,
cultures tend to be historical in only one way, whereas each ahistorical
culture is so in its own unique style. It is not easy to identify the common
threads of ahistoricity: I choose two that look like being relatively more
common to illustrate my point. The task is made even more difficult for
me because | want to argue the case of ahistoricity not on the grounds of
pragmatism or instrumentality, of the kind that would require me to
give a long list of useful things that ahistoricity could do for us. I wish to
argue the case on the grounds of diversity being a moral value in itself,
especially when its locus lies in the worldview of the victims.

The major difference between those living in history and those living
outside it, especially in societies where myths are the predominant mode
of organizing experiences of the past, is what I have elsewhere called
the principle of principled forgetfulness. All myths are miorality tales.
Mythologization is also moralization; it involves a refusal to separate
the remembered past from its ethical meaning in the present. For this
refusal, it is often important riot to remember the past, objectively, clearly,
or in its entirety. Mythic societies sense the power of myths and the nature
of human frailties; they are more fearful than the modern ones—forgive
the anthropomorphism—of the perils of mythic use of amoral certitudes
about the past.

Historical consciousness cannot take seriously the principle of
forgetfulness. Tt rejects the principle as irrational, retrogressive, unnatural,
and fundamentally incompatible with historical sensitivities.
Remembering, history assumes, is definitionally superior to forgetting.
Unwitting forgetfulness, which helps a person to reconcile with and live
in this world, is seen as natural and, to that extent, acceptable. Adaptive
forgetfulness is also seen as human; human beings just cannot afford to
remember everything and non-essential memories have to be discarded
both by individuals and.societies.
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The moderns are willing to go further. Since the days of Sigmund
Freud and Marx, they recognize that forgetfulness is not random, that
there are elaborate internal screening devices, the defences of the ego or
the principles of ideology, which shape our forgetfulness along particular
lines. As understandable is unprincipled forgetfulness, the kind Freud
saw as part of a person’s normal adaptive repertoire, even though he
chose to dlassify it under the psychopathologies of everyday life, presumably
because of the non-creative use of psychic energy it involved.

But principled forgetfulness? That seems directed against the heart of
the enterprise called history. For historians, the aim ultimately is nothing
less than to bare the past completely, on the basis of a neatly articulated
frame of reference that implicitly involves a degree of demystification
or demythologization. The frame of reference is important: history must
order its data in terms of something like a theme of return (invoking the
idea of cultural continuity or recovery), progress (invoking the principle
of massive, sometimes justifiably coercive, irreversible intervention in
society) or stages (invoking the sense of certitude and mastery over the
self, as expressed in an.eyolutionary sequencing of it). The aim is to unravel
the secular processes and the order that underlie the manifest realities of
past times, available in readymade or raw forms as historical data-textual
and graphic records, public or private memories that are often the stuff
of oral history, and a wide variety of artefacts.?

28peaking of the Partition of British India and the birth of India and Pakistan, '
Gyanendra Pandey (‘Partition, History and the Making of Nations’, presented at the
conference on State and Nationalism in India, Pakistan and Germany, Colombo, 26-8
February 1994) asks: ‘Why have historians of India (and Pakistan and Bangladesh] failed
to produce richly layered, challenging histories of Partition of a kind that would compare
with their sophisticated histories of peasant insurrection; working class consciousness;
the onset of capitalist relations in agriculture; the construction of new notions of caste,
communiity, and religion, ... and, indeed, the writing of women's autobiographies._Z Or,
to ask the question in another way, why is there such a chasm between the historian’s
history of Partition and the popular reconstruction of the event, which is to such a Jarge
extent built around the fact of violence?’

He continues, “The answer lies, it seems to me, in our fear of facing ... this history as
our owi the fear of reopening old wounds. .. It lies also in the difficuliy that all social
science has faced in writing the history of violence and pain. But, in addition, it inheres

.. I the very character of historian's history as "national” history and 4 history of “progress”™

Could Pandey have added that, when faced with a trauma of this magnitude, when the
survival of communities and fundamental human values are at stake, popular memories
of Partition have o organize themselves differently, employing principles that are ahistorical

ut not amoral? Do the historians of South Asia have a tacit awareness that they are in no
&)siticm to supplant memories which seek to protect the dignity of the one million or so
who died in the violence and the approximately sixteen million who were uproated? Are
popular memories obligated to protect normal life and basic human values?






