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Some Aporias of History
T'ime, Truth and Play in Dangs, Gujarat

i days of commencing fieldwork
yDangs in Gujarat, [ realised that Dangis
a rich fund of ‘vadilcha goth’, or
pries about ancestors. These ‘goth’ often
peached backinto the 17thand 18th century;
involved detailed accounts of the
activities that the narrators’ ancestors were
sinvolved in. The question is: how is one
o think of these stories about the past?
e The issues this question raises are more
gomplex than might appear at first sight.
problem is posed by the emergence
ce the 18th century of anunderstanding
fhistory which basically shapes the ways
which we think about pasts. Previously,
s Reinhart Koselleck remarks, ‘histories
ad existed in the plural’. With the
lightenment, history emerged as “a
neral concept which became the
pondition of possible experience and
BEpossible expectation”. It “gained an
‘ephanced degree of abstraction, allowing
fitto indicate a greater complexity, which
‘capability has since made it necessary for
ireality to be generally elaborated in a
Ahistorical manner™!
. “Reality to be generally elaborated in a
“historical manner”: few remarks could be
wmore appropriate. Consider simply how
=the oppressed and marginal — whether
" mations, women, lower castes, or other
subaltern groups — have sought to give
themselves a history, how often the call
has resounded: “We must have a history” 2
To claim a history, and to claim that this
history is not simply something that can
be added on to an already existing history
but transforms the idea of history itself -
this is a strategy that not only historians
but subaltern groups have repeatedly
Iesorted to. Note that whatisbeingclaimed
“here is not simply pasts (this would be
"mexceptionable, for everybody has pasts)
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but history. The other pasts are subsumed
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.> With modemity, 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 that scholars can 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).

1 do not wish to go into the questions
of why history should thus become a
paradigmatic trope of modemity, or how
the distinction between history and other
pasts is maintained. Suffice to say for now
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
toclaimsuchagency; withthe significance
accorded to reason, and how history 4

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: it is that those of
us dealing with the pasts of marginal or
subaltern groups have necessarily had to
engage with history in this modern sense.
We can never be innocent of the modernist
trope of history, any more than the subaltem
groups we write about can be.
Sothequestion could now be formulated
more sharply: how do we, and the subaltern
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Historians and social scientists confronted with pasts imagined differently from history have resorted to
fne of two strategies: converting oral traditions into the equivalent of archival sources and then writing
icrories that adhere to the norms of western professional history writing; or by denying any significant
B iffic between history and other froms of conceiving pasts, subsuming the latter under the rubrics of myth
B 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
kond hybrid histories, in the Dangs, produces a multiplicity of pasts quite different from those multiple histories

K,m’d; historians conceive of and increasingly call for.

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-confessedly 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.*

A second, intimately linked strategy,
resorted to by many oral historians, and
almost an organising principle of the
ethnographic 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 distinction between hot societies
that have history and cold societies that
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