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Some Aporias of History
Time, TVuth and Play in Dangs, Gujarat

A jay Skaria

yjistorians and social scientists confronted with pasts imagined differently from history have resorted to
foe of two strategies: converting oral traditions into the equivalent of archival sources and then writing
t'tstorirs that adhere to the norms of western professional history writing; or by denying any significant
raffle between history and other froms of conceiving pasts, subsuming the latter under the rubrics of myth
\'r more recently, memory. This article argues that the Dangi's 'vadilcha goth' or tales about ancestors
\re an engagement with modernity and its paradigmatic trope, history. The subaltern practice of anomalous

fond hybrid histories, in the Dangs, produces a multiplicity of pasts quite different from those multiple histories
Ituhich historians conceive of and increasingly call for.of and

days of commencing fieldwork
[)angs in Gujarat, I realised that Dangis

a rich fund of 'vadilcha goth', or
iesabout ancestors.These 'goth' often
:hed backinto the 17th and 18th century;

involved detailed accounts of the
ivities that the narrators' ancestors were

g&lvolved in. The question is: how is one
iAo think of these stories about the past?

The issues this question raises are more
Complex than might appear at first sight,

lie problem is posed by the emergence
_ incethe ISthcentury of an understanding
|rfhistory which basically shapes the ways
|jn which we think about pasts. Previously,
PsReinhart Koselleck remarks, "histories
(had existed in the plural'. With the
Enlightenment, history emerged as "a

neral concept which became the
ifcwidition of possible experience and

^possible expectation". It "gained an
•enhanced degree of abstraction, allowing
it to indicate a greater complexity, which
capability has since made it necessary for

jeality to be generally elaborated in a
historical manner"1

I "Reality to be generally elaborated in a
historical manner": few remarks could be

t more appropriate. Consider simply how
the oppressed and marginal - whether
naiions, women, lower castes, or other
subaliem groups - have sough! to give
themselves .. history, how often Ihe call
has resounded: "We must have a history".2

To claim a history, and to claim that this
history is noi simply something thai can
be added on to an already existing history
but transforms the idea of history itself -
•his is a strategy that not only historians
but subaltern groups have repeatedly

-fesortedto. Noieihaiwhatisbeingclaimed
."ere is not simply pasts (this would be
'^^exceptionable, foreverybody has pasts)

igly call ft

buthistory. Theotherpastsaresubsumed
variously under the rubrics of memory,
myth or chronicle; they are what history
may grow out of but is fundamentally
different from; they are at best the
prehistory of history.3 With modernity, as
so many have said or implied, history
emerges as a privileged form of being.
Thus it is that one of the more serious
charges ihatscholarscan levy against each
other is often that they are 'ahistorical' (it
is surely significant that there are no
widespread parallel conceptions of being
without sociology or anthropology, and
that there are some sorts of parallels in
politics and economics).

I do not wish to go into the questions
of why history should thus become a
paradigmatic trope of modernity, or how
the distinction between history and other
pasts is maintained. Suffice tosayfornow
that these matters have to do with a variety
of aspects of modernity: with the
significance accorded to agency, and how
having history (making history) is one way
toclaimsuch agency; with the significance
accorded to reason, and how history <m
always necessarily from the point of view
of the rational subject; with the significance
accorded to time as not merely a static
backdrop but a dynamic element which
itself a principle of transformation, and
how history is precisely this kind of
narrative about time.The point lam making
is much more modest: i! is that those of
us dealing wiili fhe pasts of marginal or
subaltern groups have necessarily had to
engage with history in this modern sense.
Wecanneverbeinnocentof the modernist
trope of history, any more than (he subaltern
groups we write about can be.

So the question could nowbe formulated
more sharply: how do we, and the subaltern
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groups we write about, engage with
history? When as historians and social
scientists, we have been confronted with
pasts imagined differently from history
(as, say, with many oral traditions) we
have usually resorted to one of two
strategies. Such scholars as Jan Vansina
(who in many senses put the study of oral
traditions on a disciplinary footing) and

- his many brilliant students have proceeded
by converting oral traditions into the
equivalent of archival sources, and then
writing histories that adhere to the norms
of western professional history writing.
In the process, they have produced novel
and exciting histories of regions and
subjects, histories that wouid have
remained impossible if we had stuck to
written records. Politically too, oral
history has been a way of contesting the
colonial refusal to acknowledge that the
colonised had any history. Yet this
strategy, though not only valuable but
absolutely required in many contexts, does
almost self-confessed I y ride roughshod
over the alternative historicities - the
different ways of conceiving pasts,
presents and futures - that might be
involved in oral traditions. For much oral
history in this genre, rather, oral traditions
become a form of history, and the differ-
ences between the two are minimised.4

A second, intimately linked strategy,
resorted to by many oral historians, and
almost an organising principle of the
elhnogiaphic method, involves denying
any significant traffic between history
and other forms of conceiving pasts,
subsuming the latter under the rubrics of
myth or, more recently, memory. It is
salutary to recall that when Levi-Strauss
made the distinct ion between hot societies
that have history and cold socieiies that
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have myth, he sought implicitly re affirm
myth over history. But so hegemonic was
the notion (hat history was the desirable
way of thinking of pasts that to describe
any society as possessing simply a mythic
consciousness, as lacking history, seemed
not merely inappropriate or wrong but
even politically conservative.

I do not wish to adopt the historicist
tacks that were taken to criticise Levi-
Strauss, or that, in a related vein, have
been taken in recent times to criticise
anthropology's practices ofothering; I do
not wish to claim that I espy history
everywhere. What worries me is some-
thing else. It is that in this strategy both
myth and memory are usually cast as that
which is spatially or chronologically apart
from history. Thus, scholars conven-
tionally assume that oral traditions survive
most vigorously in non-litcratt* »!»*'
'traditional'societies. With the emergence
of a literate culture, oral traditions about
the pastareexpected to be slowly forgotten,
to be replaced by a literate historical
culture. It was in this spirit that Ashis
Nandy once remarked that the majority of
Indians sti 11 ha ve a mode of thinking which
is distinct from history.5 Such remarks
often seem to presume an innocence from
history. And even if it could have been
claimed in earlier centuries, alternative
historicities today are not simply innnocenl
of history but emerge through an
engagement with it.

In tbiscnmexi, I would like to argue that
vadilcha goth are not local ifacii.orn itifl
preserved because* of some Dangi isolation
from the larger world. Rather, they are
an engagement with modernity and its
paradigmatic trope, history. By this. I do
not mean that they are anti-modem (as
Part ha Chatterjce has remarked acerbical ly,
one can hardly choose to be modern or
a nti -mode m, one can on ly talk of strategies
forcopjng with modernity);6 rather, I refer
to an engagement that exceeds the
modernities which (he colonial and post-
:olonial stale and elites have espoused. I
would like lo focus here on two crucial
dimensions of this Dangi engagement:
the ways in which i( refigures and exceeds
itodemist time and truth. In Ihc process.
! hope to foreground the subaltern practice
)f anomalous and hybrid histories, which
n Dangs produces a multiplicity of pasts
juite different from those multiple
listories which we, as historians, conceive
jf and increasingly call for.

THE TIME OF GOTH

Dangs is an approximately 66G sq mile
irea that now forms a district in south-
;astem Gujarat. Il is inhabited largely by

bhils, koknis, and varlis - communities
that the modem Indian government would
classify as scheduled tribes, and that the
British described as the wild tribes. Inlhe
18th and 19th century. Dangs was ruled
by several bhil chiefs. Though it never
formally became part of British territory,
its chiefs were subordinated to British
power in the early 19th century. In the
1840s. British power in the region was
further consolidated when colonial
officials secured a lease of Dangi forests.
Since forests covered most of Dangs, this
effectively meant that the whole region
came under British authority. As part of
their efforts to produce more timber from
Dangi forests.tolonia! officials prevented
Dangis from using forests for subsistence,
causing widespread and persistent local
resent merit

As used in Dangs, Ihe word goth can
be broadly translated as story, narrative or
account, and is ubiquitous in everyday
life, being deployed to describe a range
of narratives. People tell their golh to
visiting officials, which is to say that they
make a representation. They tell the goih
of what they did during the day. And of
course they tell goth of divine figures, of
hunting, of ancestors.of formertimes. So
goth in that sense can be the story or
account of virtually anything.

Nevertheless, there are broad genres of
goth. Stories of Dangi pasts are often
referred to interchangeably as 'juni' goth,
'mohomi' goth or 'puduncha' goth - all
phrases mt-anmg stones r : termer t ines '
or "old stories'. Within these juni goth
there are at least two broad genres - the
'devdevina' goth, or stories of gods and
goddesses, and Ihe vadilcha goth. orstories
of ancestors. The bulk of the devdevina
golh, literally "stories of the gods and
goddesses' tell of dealings bet ween deities
and spirits such as Vadudev. Bhutdev,
Simariodev. Vaghdev, Sitalamala.
Kanasarimata or the many malevolent
female spirits known as joganis. There
are also goth of the two major popular
epics of the subcontinent. Ihe Ramayatut
an&tbeMahabharat. Theseepics. radically
different from the textual versions of Ihe
plains, are situated within Dangs. There
is the village of Partdva, where the Pandav
brothers visited: ihe village of Suhir. where
Shabiri Bhilin stayed when she met Rama:
and several other sueh places.7 Devdevina
goth arc set in a very distinct time - that
before the lime of the humans. The goth
are often about the making of the physical
and geographical features of Dangs by
gods, goddesses and spirits.

In contrast, vadilcha goth is often used
as a shorthand to refer to ak . stories

involving humans. The word 'vadil' ca»
mean both lineage ancestor and, fr**.
broadly, elders, whether living or &M
The lime of humans does often involve
divine beings, and such stories are bon,
vadilcha gc4h or devdevina goth. Son*
of these tell of ancestors' encounters o,
dealings with spirits, gods or goddesses-
they are about how Dangs and otherregion^
were nude suitable for humans. TheyteH
for example, of how humans were given
com to cultivate wilh, how the 'rnahua'
liquor that Dangis drink was discovered
first by Vadudev and then passed on to
humans, how kingship was given to some
Dangi chiefs, and soon. However, most
vadilcha goth have an entirely human easj
Some are about the loss of forests to the
forest department or the coming of the
British. Others are about the everyday
lives of ancestors: of their migrations from
village to village, their harassment by the
British and the forest department, their
modes of livelihood.theiraiarm at the firs
motorised vehicles, the prices they paid
for goods, and of the disputes amongst
bhil chiefs.

Running through vadilcha goth is a very
distinctive understanding of lime. What I
mean by this can be illustrated by
contrasting it with the acknowledgement
of coevalness. the preferred strategy in
that classic. Time and the other. Fabian
argues that imperialism and anthropology
were both fundamentally based on the
denial of coevalness, that anthropologists
placed the societies they studied in a time
different from and before their own. In
opposition to this, Fabian called for the
acknowledgement of coeval ness,'.or a
recognition of the shared historical time
of anthropologists and the societies they
studied.8

I do not wish to imply that Fabian was
wrong in calling for such a strategy: it is
certainly often required for strategic and
political reasons. But let us step back from
that issue for a moment, and ask: what is
the vision (broadly shared by a substantial
section of the most radical and exciiing
social theorists of the eighties and early
nineties) from within which the denial of
coevalness seems such an imperialist act.
and acknowledgement of coevalness the
most appropriate strategy against it? A
deeply modernist one. in the very direel
sense lhat modernity is about a particular
kindof relationship with time. AsVattim°
reminds us, "modernity is lhat era in which
being modern... becomes the fundamental
value to which all other values refer".
Modernity defines itself by claiming lobe
at the culling edge of time, to be always
contemporary, and to always be

jcoming itself (this after all is the
,, |0.. i. ,il sense in which one way to be
j^rn now is to be post-modem).9 The
powledgement of coevalness seized
jiisindex.ume. toclaimmodernity for
^ithropologist's subject, and to attack
old imperialising strategy of denying

j^rnuy by denying coevalness.
Qrne in vadilcha goth is subtly different

this. The two major epochs (this
jfti is not entirely appropriate, as will
tome clearer below) within which most
uigis frame their pasts are 'moglai' and
jaiidini'- Roughly speaking, moglai is
jitime when Dangis moved in the forests
Ithout restrictions, when they raided the
liris to collect a due called 'giras', when
ty had a distinctive pattern of political
tbority. Moglai. in this sense, informs
jljcal politics in the Dangs today,

jafldini is both an epoch, and an event
Hi marks the end of moglai. With
indini. often associated with the British
ibordi nation of Ihe region, Dangi political
jtlmiiK was undermined and they could
i longer move about as formerly, or raid

tun mil nil n;' plains.

V'1.'. moglai could easily be glossed as
lie Dangi version of a romanticised golden
fee of freedom, Bui this would be an
extremely reductive reading: the epochs
w moglai and mandini involve rather a
ferceful acknowledgement of coevalness.
the notion of mandini seizes on colonial
•nd post-colonial state power and accords
b it a revolutionary role in the shaping
fcfcontempcraTy Dangs. ItereatesAshu.cd
historical time with imperialism and
felonidlism. and points to the particular
farms of domination involved in that time,
furthermore, the epochs mime Ihe
distinction between Ihe pre-modem and
|he modem. In the truisms of western
thought, for example, the modem is cast
i s a radical departure from history, as a

E
'Jtionary epoch - this is why all that
ded it can be lumped together as pre-
m. and before history. So too with

•Snandini which is similarly a revolutionary
sfpoch, above all constituted by colonial
Wid post-colonial state intervention.
: And moglai. even if iis etymological
.roots may be a reference lo Mughal rule,
ineverydayusageoflen refers lothat which
Precedes mandini Subsumed within
moglai are several other epochs which had
«eri importanl formerly. For example.

...•here was the time of 'gavali raj", which
-Dray be a reference to the reign of the
g>adav kings of Devgiri (later Daula-
tfabad. near Aurangabad) who reigned

•"HAD 1216-1312 l 0 Sirtfarly. there
s^^och of 'Aurung-baOshah', the
Dangis use to refer to what may be

the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb. There is
also the period of what is known as the
'kuplin-bahadurin', which may be a
reference lo Ihe Company Bahadur, as the
British East India Company was sometimes
called. But these epochs are not asso-
ciated with any major events; they are
invoked by narrators principally as part
ofanarrationofepochs that demonstrates
knowledge of vadilcha goth. In other
words, the veracity of goth is not dependent
on their being from these epochs: for this,
it is sufficient for goth to be from moglai.

Even more lo the point, moglai and
mandini do not stop with an acknow-
ledgement of coevalness. These Dangi
epochs are subtly different from epochs
or"periods in the sense that professional
historians use such terms. For the laiter.
an epoch or a period is marked by
chronological contiguity and continuity:
despite some overlap, it could be broadly
said that one epoch succeeds another.
When Fabian insists on the acknow-
ledgement of coevalness, what he means
is lhat it should be recognised that ihe
colonised share ihe same position in the
linear time of modernity as the colonisers,
a lime after the pre-modem. Sometimes.
Dangi narrators loo talk similarly: thus,
moglai often is identified wilh the
precolonial and early colonial period, and
mandini is associated with "gora raj' or
British rule. But this is not the only way
many Dangis talk. Quite as often, Dangi
epochs traverse diverse chronological
!i:r;:;a]nios!ninningparaHeltoeacri other.
It is not unusual for events ihai occurred
as recently as 20 years back - such as say
incidents during hunts - to be part of
moglai, and those that occurred 200 years
back to be part of mandini. Thai is to
say, mandini is not only after moglai but
also along it. parallel to it. Indeed, in
some very suggestive ways, moglai is
about what is extra-colonial. By extra-
colonial. I obviously do not only mean
pre-colonial - it is precisely that kind of
chronological separation that I am trying
to avoid. What I mean is something that
often includes the pre-colonial, but is in
more important waysdefinedinopposition
to the colonial and postcolonial. in
opposition to the relations of domination
over Dangs that surrounding plains areas
have established Thus, rather than being
about an unsullied Dangi space, or an
autonomous world or hidden transcript of
subaltern groups, moglai is about spaces
and times created by traversing and
exceeding colonialism and the relations
of domination that it is associated with.

Ranajit Guha has pointed to how much
history writing is statist, which is to

say that it "authorises the dominant
values of Ihe slate to determine the '
criteria of the historic". Even stories
of resis tance to this narrative are
comprehensible within its terms:

This is a level quite accessible to statist
discourse: it is never happier than when
its globalising and unifying tendency is
allowed to deal with the question in gross
terms. It is a level of abstraction where
all the many stories ... are assimilated to
the story of the Raj. The effect of such
lumping is to oversimplify the contra-
dictions of power by reducing them (o an
arbitrary singularity - the so-called
principal contradiction, that between the
coloniser and the colonised."
Goth of mandini and moglai can be

thought of as sustained engagements with
this statist narrative. Goth of mandini tell
of the interventions of the British and the
post-colonial stale - mandini. above all,
isabouttheinitiativesofthe'sarkar'. But
they extensively displace that statist
discourse, and focus instead on Dangi
refigurings of it. Goth of moglai move
further beyond ihe 'arbitrary singularily'
of lhat discourse: they traverse mandini
(rather than being always before it) and
create a multiplicity of local and regional
narratives that have little do with the
concerns of statist power. Through their
refiguring of time by Ihe initiatives of the
sarkar, through their exceeding of statist
narratives, gothundersc ore thedomination
that has marked their colonial and post-
colonial modernity, they render iis intimacy
into an exteriority.

THE CONSTITUTIVE OUTSIDE OF TRUTH

A similar engagement with modernity
is very much foregrounded in Dangi
concerns with establishing whether
vadilcha goth are Hun ' , a word which
can for the presenl be glossed as 'true'.
Maybe we can begin understanding khari
goth ortrue stories through what is beyond
them, such as the many tall tales in Dangs.
Often very whimsical, wi?h a sling in the
tail, they are about a range of themes -
about the sexual peccadilloes of men and
women and gods and goddesses, about
heroic figures who successfully undertake
daunting tasks, or about tricksters who
get out of the most difficult situations.
While there is no specific word designating
these stories, ;lie> are recognised as a
distinct genre. Most of all, they are
considered as imaginary, in the sense of
bearing very tangential relations to figures
of Ihe past or present.

These slories could be called false, but
that is not a word many Dangis would
voluntarily use todescribe them Instead.
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