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Introduction

South Asian Fiction in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries has been undergoing
numerous changes as theories and philosophies of power and its appendages have been re-
configured with the birth of new nations, the death of older superpowers and the fluctuating
contours of History and politics, all converging together into a problematic synthesis. While
the question of imagined communities and how they shape the nation space have been one of
the primary question that has been explored in the fiction from the subcontinent, post the
1980s there has been a shift in the lens of the investigation as the postcolonial self no longer
remained interested in answering back or questioning the colonial narratives at face value,

constricting themselves into the self-same binaries of us and them.

Amitav Ghosh with both his fictional and non-fictional work have been one of the major
proponents of this concept of the new postcolonial self who desires to read against the grain
of archival history and bring to light the myriad stories and narratives which have been lost in
time, falling through the cracks of causal historical documents. Ghosh’s novels, eight of them
to be exact, have all critically engaged with the questions of belonging, the power of the state,
the element of statelessness that haunts the disenfranchised in the political sphere and most
importantly, have tried to envisage new ways of inclusive policies which will bring in the till
now unaccommodated stories and narratives of all those who have been forgotten or forcibly

withdrawn from History into the arena of the seen and the remembered.

This thesis aims to explore Ghosh’s fictional works through the lens of the new directions
that postcolonial writing has invested itself in. Moving away from the European model of
understanding the nation-state and its characteristics, there is now concentrated effort to
comprehend the politics that creates the discourse of differences on which the whole of
subcontinent’s politics and sense of belonging hinges on. Before delving further into the
many aims of this work, it is first imperative to ground the concepts which will act as the
foundation for its explorations. The three words in the title, ‘History’, ‘Memory’ and the
‘Immemorial’, even though seem disparate, antithetical and forcibly brought together but
share among them a long association through which identity politics has played itself out in
the Indian subcontinent and its neighbours.

History which makes the claim of being both the story and the story-maker has often

functioned as an ideological apparatus that contours itself to be a self- projection onto the
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past of those individuals and institutions that have the power to write it. The word ‘History’
when traced back to its etymological origin, is described as ‘an account of one’s inquiries™,
thus pre-empting the biased nature of this enterprise which ironically professes to be just and
neutral. Just like all stories it is the speculative haunt of the self where differences are
smothered, where discrepant world views are all ironed out into the causal linearity of ...and
this is how it began and ended’. This act of archiving, or of narrating the ‘story’ of the past
has always been an act of privilege of the powerful. Jacques Derrida in his Archive Fever: a
Freudian Impression, deliberately goes back to the origin of the word ‘archive’, Arkhé in
which the antithetical ideas of commencement and commandment embrace in a moment of
absolute unity, and in this manner he demonstrates the archive as a privileged site of
topography. He elucidates how the act of historicizing or archiving is not merely retelling the
fables of the past but re-enacting the acts of law and power that adorn them and give them
shape. The notion of History or the archive then seems to be an act of consignation: the aim
to coordinate a single corpus in a synchronised rehearsed melody in which all the elements
articulate themselves in a unity. In this process of consignation, the disharmonious elements
are not only expelled from the corpus of the ‘written’ History but ousted from the very

consciousness of the being.

Memory in popular understanding lies on the opposite side of the spectrum from History.
While History plays itself out in the arena of the public, memory is one which consigns itself
to the realm of the personal. While collective memory and public memory are slowly gaining
currency as the popular other that dares to question the archive and threatens to unravel it,
memory in its crudest form has always emanated from an extremely personal space. It is
interesting to note that act of memory in general is often misread and misunderstood as only
remembering, while it is in actual a mixture of both remembering as well as forgetting.
Pierre Nora states, ‘What we call memory is in fact a gigantic and breathtaking effort to store
the material vestiges of what we cannot possibly remember, thereby amassing an
unfathomable collection of things we might someday need to recall’?. It is a careful selection
of decisions which imbues us with our sense of selves as it is our memories that form the first

line of defence when our identity is questioned or under the threat of annihilation. However,

! Online Etymology Dictionary.
<http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?allowed_in_frame=0&search=history&searchmode=none>. Web.
01.06. 2013.

2 Pierre Nora. Realms of Memory: Rethinking the French Past, English language edition. Ed. and foreword
Lawrence D. Kritzman, trans. Arthur Goldhammer, 3 vols, New York: Columbia University Press. 1996-98.
PDF.
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memory in the public arena has always been viewed with suspicion and often accused of
being not only dependable but one which is biased and therefore unreliable. When pitted
against the documental rigidity that the official historical archive prides itself in, memory
which is in a continuous state of flux, is regarded as erratic and therefore deemed unfit for
understanding and legitimizing pasts. However, in the last fifty years, with the development
of memory studies and an acknowledgment that events like the Holocaust, which are state-
sponsored, cannot have an unbiased representation in the normative History and its archive,
there is an upsurge of validating memory as a legitimate means of understanding the past and

questioning the policies and politics that such pasts have conferred upon the present.

The third term in the title, ‘Immemorial’ comes from Walter Benjamin’s concept of the
immemorial and its effect on our understanding of History. ‘The “immemorial” refers to what
cannot be recovered through the memory, what necessarily escapes its reach—as, for
example, in the way that our childhood necessarily extends beyond what we can recall. The
past is irretrievable, and it requires a kind of receptiveness from us.”® The immemorial lies
beyond the realms of both history and memory and only expresses itself to the consciousness
in moments of danger of annihilation. It is one whose very act of being forgotten has been
forgotten. It resides in the unconscious recesses of both the individual and the collective
memory and does not articulate itself through the avenues that are provided by memory or the
archive. It is limitless, unbound by historical burden, the repository of all those who have
been shunned away from the normative and official avenues, awaiting their claims from a

future which will be invested with the messianic power to hear their call.

As evinced through the initial definitions of the three terms, History stands as a gatekeeper of
memories, allowing only those which are conducive with the idea of the seamless nation-state
and banishing all the other in the realm of the forgotten. Ghosh in his fiction tries to
articulate these sceptres of the marginal, the lost or the suppressed stories of ‘other’ pasts,
that unfathomable disparate motley of memories whose very act of forgetting has been
forgotten. This can be viewed through the myriad pasts that he delves into in his fictional

work.

In The Circle of Reason (1986), Alu, an orphan boy goes to live with his phrenology-

obsessed uncle, Balaram and his wife Toru in the border town of Lalpukur, which over the

¥ Atsuko Tsuji. ‘Walter Benjamin’s Conception of Experience: A Way of Thinking about Otherness in
Educational Context’. Educational Studies in Japan: International Yearbook No. 8, 2014. pp. 107-116. PDF.
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years has served as a makeshift refugee conglomeration ground for all those trying to outrun
persecution in the neighbouring country of Bangladesh. While Balaram tries to construct a
new world order through what he believes to be the tenets of Rationality, Ghosh shows the
impossibility of such an utopic world through destruction of Balaram’s family and the
persecution of Alu who even though is conferred stateless through his association with
Balaram’s eccentric plans (the figure of the terrorist is supposed to be extra-terrestrial to the
nation-state), yet he is chased by the state’s powers, personified by inspector Jyoti Das,
across numerous spaces and continents. The narrative also deles into the lives of migrant
workers who lay on the other side of the spectrum of global travellers as they travel not
because of interest or furthering their prospects in white collar jobs to the First World
countries, but are caught up in a perennial state of statelessness that deems them outsiders in
whichever place they remain. Ghosh in this explores how the state derives its own
legitimation through the act of illegitimating these figures of the other, delving into ‘those
modes of national belonging designated by the “nation” [which] are thoroughly stipulative
and criterial: one is not simply dropped from the nation; rather, one is found to be
wanting...The subsequent status that confers statelessness on any number of people becomes
the means by which they are at once discursively constituted within a field of power and

juridically deprived™.

The Shadow Lines (1988), Ghosh’s most popular novel, traces the family of the unnamed
narrator through three simultaneous generations, that of his grandmother and her sister, his
uncle Tridib and his journeys in London and Calcutta, and the narrator’s own generation
which comprises of him and his cousin lla. Through the mingling of the three generations
expressed through a narrative which constantly shifts positions, both in terms of space and
time, Ghosh’s narrator tries to understand and explore the ramifications of the partition on not
only the generation which experienced it, but rather on the generations that came after,
carrying within them the burden of a history which refuses to let go. Delving into questions
of borders which are invisible except for in the airport lounges which demarcate the
difference between the nation and its neighbour, the novel asks the difficult question of what
constitutes the ideas of inclusion and exclusion in nations which are but mirror images of

each other? How the cultural and social ‘place’ when it transforms into the political ‘space’

# Judith Bulter and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak. Who Sings the Nation-State? Language, Politics, Belonging.
Kolkata: Seagull, 2010 pp31-2. Print.
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becomes a moment of crisis within the subcontinent and what that entails to the politics of

identity that remain indelibly linked with these concepts.

His next novel, The Calcutta Chromosome (1995), moves into completely uncharted
territories as it follows the syphilis affected protagonist Murugan on his delirious search for
the elusive Calcutta Chromosome which is transferred not through sexual union but through
transference of consciousness thus making the person immortal. Articulated through the
language of a thriller as well as conspiracy theories which aim at debunking the official
narrative of the discovery of the malarial parasite by Sir Ronald Ross which has remained as
one of the enduring stories of the triumph of the Empire in the heartland of the treacherous
colony, the novel uses flashbacks, blackouts and other such cinematic techniques to represent
a side of history that is collected from personal diaries, journals and remembrances. A motley
group of subalterns headed by the dynamic Mangala form the other side of history that revels
in silence and articulates knowledge through the tenets of the unknowable. Overturning the
usual concepts of scientific knowledge and temper, Ghosh in this novel, brings together a
technologically advanced future, through the character of Antar and a colonial past which
obliterates the voice of the colonized, to create a synthesis which will give rise to alternate
structures of knowledge. Returning the power of representation to those who have been
disallowed from it, this novel is an exercise into dismantling power structures through ways

which remain outside the purview of the colonial enterprise.

Returning to his fascination with family genealogies and how they remain as the last bastion
of memories which have been spared the onslaught of the homogenizing rhetoric of the
nation-state, The Glass Palace (2000) takes Ghosh back to his own family histories,
examined through the character of the author-narrator, in the tradition of Marquez. Unlike the
Buendia family, Ghosh’s characters are not microscopic representations of the greater events
of the country, but rather antistories which are actively fighting the known and accepted
modes of history to establish their position in the public memory. Taking up the forgotten
Long March of Indians from Burma to India in the eve of the Second World War, Ghosh’s
narrator brings together characters who are both subservient to the colonial system while
actively questioning its legitimacy and efficacy in determining their futures. There are
different versions of familial structures that the novel invests itself in—the normative family
of brothers and sisters (Manju and Arjun, the rest of the Lankasuka family); the royal family
which has the added task of exhibiting its familial structures for its subjects and the world

(Queen Supalyat and King Thebaw and their children) , the family formed through
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friendships and similar modes of thought (Dolly and Uma), the family formed through a
nihilistic desire for glory (Arjun and the battalion)—and through them look into the ideas of

allegiance, identity and belonging.

Ghosh'’s fifth novel, The Hungry Tide (2005) unlike his other works, invests itself in one
location and through it examine the politics that springs up in between the two ideas of
human rights and animal rights. Set in the swamps and islands of the Tide Country, The
Hungry Tide is an ode to the many moods of a nature which is beautiful yet unrelenting and
cruel. Introduced to the readers through the eyes of two outsiders, Piya, the cetologist and
Kanai, the translator, Sunderbans and its islanders become examples of the symbiotic
lifestyles that remain as the only way of survival in such areas and how political interference
often leads to a break in this symbiosis leading to destruction and death. Playing upon
languages and the silences that pepper them, each of the characters in the novel are stuck in
the debate of what is sustainable living and how can that also include a place for all those
who have been uprooted from their spaces and forgotten about by a careless state and an even

more complacent public memory which is caught up in a frenzy of development and growth.

Ghosh’s last three fictional works, Sea of Poppies (2008), River of Smoke (2011) and Flood
of Fire (2015) form parts of a trilogy, named as Ibis Trilogy after the blackbirder that forms
the ground for all the three novels to anchor themselves into. Following myriad stories of
individuals, all of which converge into the opium trade with China, Ghosh narrates an epic
which brings out the inherent problematic of the Empire and its exploitation of all those
which remained as opposing to its functioning. Ghosh begins with the stories of migrant
labourers, presented through the eyes of Deeti, a character who plays an equal role as the
narrator in archiving experiences through her artistic renditions in her small shrine, who are
herded across the Black Water to the plantations in Malaysia or in China to work in the most
unfavourable of conditions with no pay. Commenting upon the new form of slavery which
formed the majority of the workforce of the Empire, Ghosh harks to his first novel The Circle
of Reason and shows how the migrant problem represented in that novel has its inception at a
much earlier phase, during the heyday of the British Enterprise. The second narrative that
finds a place in this saga is that of the zamindars and other native rulers who lost their lands
due to their own gullibility and were often sentenced to imprisonment under false pretext like
that of Neel who is incarcerated for forgery. The third strand is that of the businessmen who
represent the other side of the colonial process, moving away from the binary of the powerful

colonizer and the disenfranchised colonized. The Trilogy delves into the lives of businessmen
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like Bahram who actively participated in the colonial process and profited from its
endeavours. Chronicling the effects of the Opium trade on the three countries of India, China
and England, and the ensuing war that led to the destruction of China and the complete
takeover by the Company in all matters of the governance of the Empire, Ghosh tries to show
the first flurries of globalisation and easy motility between nations and its final destruction by
the British enterprise. The Trilogy also muses about other forms of cultural and social
exchanges which remain outside the purview of the exploitative commercial exchange of
trade, represented through the forms of art, flora and fauna. Through characters like Paulette
and Fitcher in search of the elusive golden camelia or an artist like Robin Chinnery who
wishes to learn indigenous art forms which have been considered inferior by the ruling
Empire, the Trilogy actively seek out alternate forms of exchanges which stand in stark
contrast to the unethical and orally questionable but profitable Opium Trade. The Trilogy also
becomes a testament of all those versions of histories which have been lost in the onslaught
of colonial historical narratives which have more often than not discredited these pasts as
uncivilized, problematic and not worth the archiving process. This is poignantly presented at
the end of the second novel, where all that is left of the vibrant world of Canton and the
Thirteen Hongs are personal remembrances and the scroll painting by Chinnery sold off at

street corners devalued of its actual importance.

This thesis aims to read Ghosh’s works through the lens of not only the three concepts as
enlisted in the title but also ideas which would put them under scrutiny and try to answer the
question as to how much has he been successful as a chronicler of forgotten pasts into
bringing them into the purview of the historical and if such an act falls into the same traps
that History has been held guilty of indulging in. Exploring how place and space politics play
a role in determining one’s understanding of history as well as creating sense of identity and
belonging, the chapters in this thesis will take up each of these novels and study them through
the tenets of place, language used, representation of the other and finally the role of the
author-historian and try to prove through myriad examples taken from the novels how Ghosh
as a narrator indulges in those same parameters of selectively choosing and representing pasts
which fit into the greater narrative of the philosophy of colonial binaries which he ironically

ends up championing.

The first chapter, History, Memory and Forgetting, takes up the task of reviewing the
different ways in which history has been articulated in the subcontinent and present the

inherent crisis that has sprung up in each of them. Reading the supposedly antithetical
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colonial narratives and the nationalist narratives, the chapter will go on to show how these
two have more in common that they are credited for, in their re-inventing of pasts which will
synchronise themselves into not a cacophony of disparate voices but rather a melodious
harmony which has its antecedents in the Hegelian view of history. The chapter will then
through the works of Jean Louis Chrétien and Walter Benjamin look for other means of
representing the pasts which have been forgotten or pushed into oblivion. Delving into ways
of bringing the limitless Immemorial into the purview of the memorial and the archive, it will
then go on to ground the concept of ‘Antistory’, the theoretical framework which will form
the foundation of the analysis in this thesis and how it operates through the fiction of Amitav
Ghosh. It also brings in the discussion whether justice is a possibility in this act of retrieving
pasts and through that justice if the future can finally pay off the debts that these
disenfranchised pasts had put a claim on it.

The second chapter, Mythicizing the Personal, takes up the two novels, The Circle of Reason
and The Shadow Lines and aims to deconstruct their narratives in terms of migrant narratives.
Migration, which has been one of the most important political and social phenomenon of the
twentieth and the twenty-first centuries, has played an intrinsic part in shaping the
postcolonial identity. Ghosh in both these novels has extensively referred to the migrant
experience and through it aimed at reading different forms of governance that can be utilised
or has been put into action which lay in contrast to the federal systems that remain
operational in most postcolonial nations. The chapter also tries to engage with identity
politics through the avenues of place, language and state of belonging and through it raise
questions of how to map the individual experience of the migrant against the larger cultural
map of the place he inhabits? How does the state operate in reaffirming its power through
marking certain sections of the people inhabiting it as ‘illegitimate’, an illegitimacy which is
interesting as it does not free the individual from the clutches of the state power but binds
him more by taking away his basic right to exercise freedom—freedom of place, freedom of
speech, freedom of existence. The chapter also delves into how minor literatures, literatures
that give voices to the silenced part of histories, can find a place away from the monopoly of
the major literature. Through such an exploration, it will then try and summarise if the
antistory that Ghosh aims to bring to the limelight can possibly open up new avenues of

documentation of the minor experience.

Moving on from the nuances of reading migrant narratives, chapter three, Countering

History, Breaking through Memory, is an interesting amalgamation of ideas which find



Ghosh 9

expression in the three novels, The Calcutta Chromosome, The Glass Palace and The Hungry
Tide. Beginning with the play of languages that happen in all three novels, the analysis moves
into reading the narratives in terms of counter histories and the pitfalls that remain as points
of concern in unearthing and articulating such counter histories. Comparing the edified
structures of the Historical archive and the fluid contours of personal memory represented
through documents like diaries, journals, notebooks, photographs, and through people and
their memories, this chapter tries to answer the question whether it is ever possible to unearth
and bring to light ancient pasts without the manipulation of memory and personal prejudices
which often colour our remembrances—can the network of remembered memories be broken
to allow all those which have slipped through the cracks of History, buried under the weight

of time.

Chapter four, Historicizing the Unhistorical, engages in a critical analysis of the three parts of
the Ibis Trilogy, namely, Sea of Poppies, River of Smoke and Flood of Fire, an analysis which
looks into the various facets of how historical data and documents can be utilised to unearth
the unhistorical from the realms of the forgotten. Delving into the minute details of the world
that Ghosh paints in the novels, the thronging world of the pre-colonial era and its movement
to the formation of the Empire, the chapter looks into the ethical and moral responsibilities
that the historian-narrator takes up on himself to present the version of history of the
oppressed and the voiceless. The chapter also tries to understand the efficacy of the other
ways of globalisation that lies beyond the commercial trade practices, such as flora and fauna,
arts and familial relationships which form the core of the three novels. Reading through
historical data regarding the events represented in the novels, the chapter also tries to draw a
comparison between the historical archive and the world of the fiction and see the differences
that remains in representation and what such differences state about the politics of the author-

narrator figure.

Chapter five, Unravelling the Traces, concerns itself with the problems in Ghosh’s
representation of the antistories and how they affect the overall politics of representation that
plays a vital role in deconstructing the static historical archive. Dividing the chapter under the
subtopics of the role of the illegitimate child in Ghosh’s literary universe, female friendships,
the place of the subaltern and language that is utilised to recover the ‘trace’, the chapter goes
on to list specific instances from the eight novels which remain as problematic in the
uncovering of the traces that remain as spectres that haunt the official narrative. The chapter

closes with a meditation on the role of the author in constructing the platforms for the
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unhistorical Immemorial to present itself for documentation and how that documentation
needs to be aware of the representational politics that dominate one’s understanding of the

self and the other in the subcontinent.

The concluding chapter of the thesis summarises the findings of each of the five chapters and
through it ponder over the role of the writer in times of turmoil as well as peace. The figure of
the historian-writer is imbued with the messianic power to observe and document the
immemorial antistory as it flashes by, in a moment of crisis, a moment of its own
annihilation. This chapter would try and comprehend whether Ghosh, donning on the cap of
that messianic figure have been successful in averting the problems of representation which
result in the skewed version of official historical narrative and present the voiceless, the
silenced with a platform which is unbiased, not selective and ushers in the subaltern with the
power to represent his own self. In examining Ghosh’s role, the chapter would also comment
on the larger social and ethical dilemma faced in the political scenario of the country and the

writer’s role in such situations of conflict.
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Chapter 1

History, Memory and Forgetting

You ‘re here to bear a message from the dead
Whose history’s dishonoured with their name.
...Be with me when they cauterise the facts.
Be with me to the bottom of the page,
Insisting on what history exacts.

Be memory, be conscience, will and rage®

Postcolonialism has always had a strenuous relation to the concept of History as both these
points of knowledge production have worked in negation of one another. When one says
negation, it isn’t in the form that each represents the ‘other’ of the self but rather as each have
had a position of exclusivity where they have produced alternate or contesting modes of
knowledge. Postcolonial texts have always grappled with the silences of the History created
by the colonial self as well as the identity conferred upon the ‘other’ by this homogenizing
self. In this regard it is imperative to look at Edward Said’s statement about the creation of

the Orient:

Therefore as much as the West itself, the Orient is an idea that has a history and a

tradition of thought, imagery, and vocabulary that have given it reality and presence

% Sean O’Brien. ‘Cousin Coat’. Collected Poems. London: Pan MacMillan, 2012. Web. 15.07.2016.
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in and for the West. The two geographical entities thus support and to an extent reflect

each other. °
He further goes on to elucidate this idea of the Orient as he states,

Orientalism is not a mere political subject matter or field that is reflected passively by
culture, scholarship, or institutions; nor is it a large and diffuse collection of texts
about the Orient; nor is it representative and expressive of some nefarious ‘Western’
imperialist plot to hold down the ‘Oriental’ world. It is rather a distribution of
geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, scholarly, economic, sociological, historical,
and philosophical texts; it is an elaboration not only of a basic geographical
distinction (the world is made up of two unequal halves, Orient and Occident) but also
of a series of ‘interests’, which, by such means as scholarly discovery, philosophical
reconstruction, psychological analysis, landscape and sociological description, it not
only creates but also maintains; it is, rather than expresses, a certain will or intention
to understand, in some cases to control, manipulate, even to incorporate, what is
manifestly different (or alternate or novel) world; it is, above all, a discourse that is by
no means in direct, corresponding relationship with political power in the raw, but
rather is produced and exists in an uneven exchange with various kinds of power,
shaped to a degree by the exchange with power political (as with a colonial or
imperial establishment), power intellectual (as with reigning sciences like
comparative linguistics or anatomy, or any of the modern policy sciences), power
cultural (as with orthodoxies and canons of taste, texts, values), power moral (as with

ideas about what ‘we’ do and what ‘they’ cannot do or understand as ‘we’ do).7

The reason one goes back to Said’s interpretation of the idea of the Orient is not only because
it has acted as a stepping stone for generations of postcolonial writers to debunk the myth of
the Orient, but also as it has become foundational in delving into the question of how does
one then understand History in relation to this ideological construct. In this chapter, we will
first delve into what makes History, as we scrutinize the various strands of memory,
individual and collective, and try to decipher how these relate and bond with one another,
both individualizing as well as de-humanizing the memorialisation project. Secondly, taking

the postcolonial condition as the basis, this chapter will look into the various versions and

® Edward Said. ‘From Orientalism’, Contemporary Postcolonial Theory: A Reader. Ed. Padmini Mongia, New
Delhi: Oxford University Press, (1996). p 23. Print.
" Ibid. p28.
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visions of the historical projects that have gone into the formation of the postcolonial self and
through such an in depth analysis, decipher the shortcomings and the loopholes of such
historicizing projects and their effect on the notion of the new postcolonial nation, identity
and subjectivity. Finally, the chapter will try and establish an alternate critical framework,
one that will base itself in the messianic concept of history as evinced in the works of Walter
Benjamin and also extend itself to mould itself for the new challenges of configuring and

comprehending the postcolonial ethos as presented in Amitav Ghosh’s fiction.

Individual Memory, Collective Memory and the legacy of Hegelian History

To decipher and probe into the defining features of the new form of anti-history that the
postcolonial setup is committed to writing, one first needs to understand the contours of the
pervasive History and its narrative that such a structure is deconstructing. By ‘History’ this
thesis is referring to the Western mode of archiving and narrativising that archival project.
History as stated by Hegel, ‘combines in our language the objective as well as the subjective
side. It means both res gestae (the things that happened) and historia rerum gestarum (the
narration of the things that happened)’®. The word ‘History’ when traced back to its
etymological origin, is described as ‘an account of one’s inquiries’, thus pre-empting the
biased nature of this enterprise which ironically professes to be just and neutral. Taking a step
from this definition of the historical project, one can presume that the being of History lies
previous to the act of writing that history. This connection is interesting as one can further
presume that the being of History is nothing but the collective remembrance or memory of a
past that has been collectively experienced as well as retained in memory for future reference
for inscribing it. If one views History as the conglomeration of collective memory, the social
memory becoming the precursor of the edification of collective cultural memory into the
forms of History, then the question that now becomes pertinent is then how do we categorise
individual memory within the realms of the collective? What is the position of the
individualized and personal conscious memory in the realm of the community-oriented

memory?

Maurice Hawlbachs had famously claimed that individual memory depends on and is

structured through the social frameworks within which the individual and his activities are

8 G.G Hegel. Lectures on the Philosophy of History. Trans. J. Sibree. London: Bell, 1914. PDF.
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inscribed. The individual’s memory of events as well as the past is indelibly linked with his
place within the social context that he is able to recollect. Thus, individual memory becomes
a product built out of references to and interactions with social objects, institutions and
events. An extension of such an argument would be that individuality per se, springs from the
collective and therefore even the notion of self-consciousness is never entirely personal or
detached from the collective. It is this collective that creates the reference of the past and
therefore becomes the light bearer of history which goes on to constitute the social notions of
History, state, law and justice.

To comprehend this concept of the collective, it is imperative to examine a little more into the
idea of the individual figure in the scheme of history making. For this, one goes back to
Hegel and his idea of the constitutive Spirit of history. In his Phenomenology of Spirit, Hegel
conceives the notion of Spirit as essentially historical and memorial; he conceives History as
the work of the negative, Spirit that negates the idiosyncratic particularities in order to elevate
them into the Universal concept which Hegel grasps as fundamentally ‘ethical’ in its
meaning. To formulate itself into ‘ethical memory’, and become the point of germination for
the spirit as well as history to draw succour from, memory essentially needs to reconstruct
itself through a loss—a loss of its individual, psychological and merely conscious based
nature and give in to the realms of the collective. This ethical memory transforms the ‘figures
of consciousness’ into ‘figures of the world’, changing individual consciousness into
‘historical consciousness’ that now operates within the contours of an ethical world. Angelica

Nuzzo explains this further in her work, Memory, History and Justice in Hegel,

Memory is a power of transformation; it transforms natural death into ethical death; it
turns an event which merely happens within the chains of causes and effects into
something brought forth by consciousness, hence into a historical event. Memory is
‘ethical’ insofar as the dead is no longer a natural and contingent existence but the
individualized figure in which the community becomes conscious of its own historical
conflicts. Ethical is the memory that gives historical reality and significance—and
hence historical fulfilment—to the contingency of individual existence by re-
inscribing it into the broader collective context in which such existence becomes

ethical life. Thus, in the figure created by memory the ‘unrest’ (Unruhe) of contingent
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life is brought to the quiet rest (Ruhe) of a simple universality—the universality of

death and the universality of the ethical or religious community.’

It is this ethical memory that reaffirms the individual consciousness through its reintegration
into the collective through a series of ‘figures’ that have been lying dormant. The historical
consciousness is gained through the act of fixing the fluidity and flux of change within the
contours of an immutable figure which is the spirit. The spirit carries within itself the figures
of the past which have been lying dormant as concepts within its form. These figures are the
remodelled forms of the event, which have been divested of its immediacy and urgency of the
moment and instead been fixed into the eternal spot of its own abstraction; a devised concept
that carries within itself everything but the real essence of the event. The spirit engages in an
act of historical narration as it recalls these latent figures and reconstructs them into ‘events’
in an act of retrospective articulation and speculation. It is here that one realizes that in order
to create these complimentary and synchronic concepts of the past, what is required of this
ethical memory is a partial recording or reading of the initial event. The event can be
construed into its historical form only through its destruction; memory must annihilate the
event in its immediate form and from the fragments of such an act recreate and envision the
historical spirit, one that is incumbent in the scheme of the collective spirit. Hegel recounts
how historical memory preserves in itself, not the event in its sensuous immediacy and
idiosyncratic particularity, but the event that is sublated into the universal and the collective
by the act of negating its sensuous immediacy and the accidental and contingent mode of its
immediate being. Thus, although real, each figure of the spirit is not the entire reality of it, it
is rather the expression of a concluded episode. Hence, as a chief source of spirit’s
consciousness, ethical memory is always partial and selective and necessarily so; it is always
external and removed from the immediacy of the remembered event, always elusive, hinting
at a life beyond its actual content. Thus, the History created and realized by the spirit’s
unleashing of these figures into moments or events are always based on memory’s betrayal of
the truth of the actual event. The memorialized figure might be universal and social but as a
figure of the whole it is nonetheless partial, un-true and selective. Nuzzo furthers this idea as
she states how the spirit’s ethical memory strives towards the creation of a seamless whole
where the spirit can retrospectively rejoice in the causality of the parade of these figures

towards one grand finale of historical consciousness:

® Angelica Nuzzo. Memory, History and Justice in Hegel. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. p30. Print.
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Memory is a power that does not allow the single moments (which have acquired
separate subsistence in the past) to claim individual, isolated meaning in themselves
as was still the case in the preceding linear progression, still centred on successive
historical worlds. The moments have no meaning in themselves; but they also have no
real meaning when simply arrayed in a sequence or linear succession; to become
meaningful, they must be reconnected and re-enacted as figural parts of a collective,
universal context—this is spirit in its accomplished totality. Embracing
retrospectively the entire progression of past figures, memory considers them now
synchronically, holding them synoptically together, and disposing them according to
their ‘correspondences’ and ‘differences’ across different systematic moments,
thereby indicating how all the past figures respectively articulate the interconnected
structure of the same spiritual whole—the totality of the historical epoch. °(My

emphasis)

This systematic synchronic re-enactment of the figures are then utilised to reconcile
diachronic individual consciousness with the collective consciousness into a moment of
absolute unity, reconnecting the different parts in a final comprehensive and cohesive act of
memory and unity. This is the conciliation achieved by ‘absolute knowing’ in which the
series of the figures of the past come to a triumphant end in fulfilled self-presence. Absolute
knowing is nothing but the final recollection of what has happened—the recollection of one
that has already taken place in itself and can only be brought forth in its proper and concluded

form.

Hegel’s idea of Absolute knowing does not merely work as a synthesizer of disparate
moments and figures of the past but contains within itself the element of justice that it owns
to the future to which the past lays claim on. It is that carrier of absolute justice that looks
beyond the momentary fissures in historical consciousness and instead focuses on the final
answer of the historical epoch towards the future whose very understanding lies in its
acceptance of the past and concluding its ties with it. Its memory is now ‘our’ collective
memory. Absolute knowing is the point where lies history in its finitude, standing at the final
position of the achieved concept for which the whole is the result of the preceding process of

figuration.

1% Angelica Nuzzo. Memory, History and Justice in Hegel. Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012. p41. Print.
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The reason one has been going into the minute details of Hegel’s conception of history as
well as the spirit of Absolute knowing is that it is that same concept that goes on to becoming
the building block for colonial archivist history, one that is designated as ‘History’ in this

study.
History(s) in the postcolonial context

If the various histories that came into forefront post colonial rule in India are compared and
studied, there would be two broad perspectives that would be noticed, as Partha Chatterjee
points out in his work Nation and its Fragments: firstly, colonialist history which is based on
the idea of difference and deference (the difference of race requires the colonizer to take over
the ‘native’ state to bring them to the forms of civilized governance and the deferred goal of
‘almost but not there’—the native as never quite good enough, clever enough, apt enough to
be the colonizer, thus, not allowing the colonizer to give up the reigns of governance to the
now ‘bettered’ native) and secondly, nationalist history that once again looks towards a
creation of the mythic past of the nation so as to construct a platform for the new nationalist
agenda to be grounded. However, there lies a third form of revisionist history that came into
being along these two, a totalizing concept of world history within which Indian history
becomes but just one of the figures of the past working towards the cathartic effect of Hegel’s
spirit’s movement towards its dénouement. This thesis would take each of these different
forms of history and see how each become but a shadow of the same principles that guide

Hegel’s spirit of History.
The relic of Colonial narratives

If one divulges into nineteenth century colonial narratives of India, one of the fundamental
ideas that seem to be propagated in them is the concept of difference through fixity. To
further elucidate this point, one takes recourse to Homi Bhabha’s concept of the stereotype

within the colonial discourse:

An important feature of colonial discourse is its dependence on the concept of ‘fixity’
in the ideological construction of otherness. Fixity, as the sign of cultural/historical/
racial difference in the discourse of colonialism, is a paradoxical mode of
representation: it connotes rigidity and an unchanging order as well as disorder,
degeneracy and daemonic repetition. Likewise the stereotype, which is its major

discursive strategy, is a form of knowledge and identification that vacillates between
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what is always ‘in place’, already known, and something that must be anxiously
repeated...For it is the force of ambivalence that gives the colonial stereotype its
currency: ensures its repeatability in changing historical and discursive conjunctures;
informs its strategies of individuation and marginalization; produces the effect of
probabilistic truth and predictability which, for the stereotype, must always be in

excess of what can be empirically proved or logically construed.*

For colonial narratives, the other is always already one that was completely known and yet
possessed within itself the quality of the untameable and therefore one that requires the
civilizing mission. The discourse of the colonial subject as well the rationale guiding the
colonial power is articulated through forms of difference, both racial as well as sexual.
Through the creation of both the racial and the sexual other, a hierarchization is maintained
that conclusively always leads to the one uniform answer of colonial rule. The colonial
discourse produces the colonized other as a social reality which as Bhabha states is at once an
‘other’ and yet entirely knowable and visible. ‘It resembles a form of narrative whereby the
productivity and circulation of subjects and signs are bound in a reformed and recognizable
totality’*2. It is from this point of both the knowable and the unknown that colonial history
spring forth into a moment of immutable truth, returning to the narcissism of the Imaginary
where it identifies the white ego as the ideal and the whole. Thus, the rest of colonial account
becomes a narrative of lack always heralding back to that moment of the unattainable
colonial whole. However, it has to be understood that the act of stereotype isn’t a unilateral
act of domination and oppression; setting up of a false image which becomes the victim of
discriminatory practices. Instead it is an ambivalent text of projection and introjection, the
splitting of the object into both the fantasy and the phantasmagorical. The split object thus
becomes both the desirable as well as the detestable; it contains within itself the articulation
of the multiple beliefs and the dramatization of separation that forms the core of colonial

History.

However, these various multitudinous interpretations of the colonized all come together in a

moment of unity, in the justification of the colonial regime. As Bhabha postulates:

Racist stereotypical discourse, in its colonial moment, inscribes a form of

governmentality that is informed by a productive splitting in its construction of

! Homi K. Bhabha. ‘The Other Question’. The Location of Culture. New York: Routledge, 1994 p 94. Print.
12 H
Ibid. p101
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knowledge and exercise of power. Some of its practices recognize the difference of
race, culture and history as elaborated by stereotypical knowledges, race theories,
administrative colonial experience, and on that basis institutionalize a range of
political and cultural ideologies that are prejudicial, discriminatory...By ‘knowing’
the native population in these terms, discriminatory and authoritarian forms of
political control are considered appropriate. The colonized population is then deemed
to be both the cause and the effect of the system, imprisoned in the circle of

interpretation.™

It is within this circle of interpretation that colonial accounts of History deem itself to be
repeated into a dramatization of identity and a past that not only becomes homogenous and
known but also one that closes itself to interpretations of the future. This is further understood
by the amount of documentation of the colonial regime that was seen as testimonies to their
good governance. The documentation also becomes evidence in the process of the archival
history wherein the written obscures and obliterates the language-less ‘other’, reminding one
of the figures of the universal of History that leaves behind the figures of the actual past.
Therefore, colonial history becomes an extension of the totalizing spirit of History that
silences and eliminates voices of dissent through surveillance and strategies of
objectification, normalization and discipline. This administrative rationality finds its
inception in the Eurocentric Enlightenment, wherein, knowledge structures are divided into
the Western known and the Eastern unknown (and therefore need to be mastered). The
discourse of modernity which brought in a new wave of definitions of the individual’s
relation to the social structure as well as redefining the elements of truth became the impetus
that fuelled the colonialist project as well as its narrative. The triumph of Reason over all
other avenues of thought was in reality an imperious and imperial will to Power. The grand
metanarrative that Western modernity has sought to reconfigure and one which Habermas
would conclude to be an unfinished project that continues into the post-modernist ethos,
becomes the driving force that channels and fuels not only the colonial mission but also the
literature as well as the ‘Free trade’ philosophy that finds place in the vaulting bookcases of
the White supreme in their objectifying and deciphering of the Other. Codifying and
institutionalizing the various perceptions of human nature and society under the umbrella
terms of ‘civilized’ and ‘savage’, colonialist narratives appropriated the humanistic basis of

the Enlightenment within the narrow and yet privileging motive of ‘obligation’ to civilize. It

3 |bid. p118-9
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is noteworthy to see how Charles Darwin’s concept of the ‘survival of the fittest’ finds a
warped exploration in the colonial understanding of the Other wherein, ‘It became a very
powerful belief that indigenous peoples were inherently weak and therefore...would die

4. The White man’s burden was therefore not simply a restoration of civilizational

ou
cosmos into the chaos of the unspeakable Other, it was also an anthropological operation to
sanitize that which remains beyond the scope of the knowable, one which dissents and stands

as the last guard to the abyss that is the colony.

This call of the Being, the authentic self of the West to answer to what the historical situation
requires it to do, despite the unsavoury nature of that act, the perennial “White Man’s Burden’
becomes the point of inspection and critical scrutiny in Ghosh’s work. In the chapter on the
alternate historiography in Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy, we would observe how such knowledge
structures become the foundational archetype for the violent imperialistic mission throughout
Asia wherein the Other is destroyed in the name of reason, rationality and ‘will’ of the

people.

The alternative Nationalist historical narrative

Nationalist history lies in the other end of the spectrum of documentation of the colonial past.
Working from a point of negation of colonial history, it first discredits the colonialist
history’s claim of the ideal self of the white. In the second half of the nineteenth century,
there developed an agenda for nationalist representation. There was sudden realisation of a
need for self-representation, to claim a history for the nation which has not been distortingly
written by alien rulers and colonizers. Chatterjee writes, ‘...the call sent out by
Bankimchandra—“We have no history! We must have a history”—implied in effect an
exhortation to launch the struggle for power, because in this mode of recalling the past, the
power to represent oneself is nothing other than political power itself’™. Even though
Bankimchandra as well as Chatterjee are exclusively here speaking of a history of Bengal,
however, it is imperative to remind oneself that Bengal did serve as the crux of the colonial
narrative and therefore a history of Bengal can be presumably inflated to being the idea of the

history of the nation. What Bankim meant by the statement was not merely the absence of

 Linda Tuhiwai Smith. Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples. London: Zed Books
Ltd. 1999 p 62. Web. 15.07.2016

15 Partha Chatterjee. ‘Nation and Its Pasts’. Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories.
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993 p76. Print.
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any chronicling of the past of Bengal, because that would be a falsity as a number of histories
of Bengal did exist at that time, but rather a history written by Bengalis which would be a
representation of the newly awakened sense of the nation and national consciousness. While
the Bengali nationalists, schooled in European historiography and modes of knowledge
production, channelled their energies in bringing forth a history of the nation, what became
intriguing and yet problematic in this rewriting of the historical narrative was the point of
inception from whence this nationalist narrative was sourcing itself. Invariably, these
accounts were looking at Puranic history as the mythical legitimized past within which the
Muslim was seen as the ‘other’, the aggressor as well as the fabricator of indigenous history.
This nationalist history contained within itself the idea of Brahminical domination couched in
the rhetoric of European historical studies. As Chatterjee shows through his extensive study
of the different historical narratives that became important during these times, there is a
chronological dynastical sequencing, based on the concepts of divine power and ideals of
dharma, that becomes the guiding force in the comprehension of this ‘linear’ past. What
becomes more problematic is that the Hindu past is seen as untainted and glorious which is
then brought to its decline through the tyranny and savagery of Muslim rule. Chatterjee

further accentuates this idea through the following passage:

For the Indian nationalists in the late nineteenth century, the pattern of classical glory,
medieval decline, and modern renaissance appeared as one that was not only
proclaimed by the modern historiography of Europe but also approved for India by at
least some sections of European scholarship. What was needed was to claim for the
Indian nation the historical agency for completing the project of modernity. To make
that claim, ancient India had to become the classical source of Indian modernity,
while the ‘Muslim period’ would become the night of medieval darkness.
Contributing to that description would be all the prejudices of the European
Enlightenment about Islam. Dominating the chapters from the twelfth century onward
in the new nationalist history of India would be a stereotypical figure of ‘the Muslim’,

endowed with a ‘national character’: fanatical, bigoted, warlike, dissolute, and cruel.®

The nationalist history followed the linear succession of a beginning where the history of the
nation is glorious in all spheres of wealth, power, learning and religion, where it has reached

the pinnacle of civilization, which is then followed by an age of decline characterised by the

18 partha Chatterjee. ‘Histories and Nations’. Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories.
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993 p 102. Print.
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ascendance of Muslim rule which according to such history leads to a subjection of the
nation. This is followed by the final part where there is a hope for redemptive measures that
will reaffirm that glorious past and bring back that unified identity of the nation through this
new found national consciousness. What remains interesting in this linear causal line of
narrativising is that the glorification of the Hindu past is sanctified only through European
acknowledgement of its prominence. The evidence from Orientalist scholarship was the
fundamental basis on which the nationalist historiography was claiming its grounds. Secondly
it is important to note that the idea of Indian nationalism is being stated as a Hindu
nationalism where the notion of ‘Hindu-ness’ is not a religious but rather a territorial and
political identity. The criterion for inclusion is historical origin, that is, only those whose
ancestry can be shown or is seen as originating within the territorial contours of the nation are
the true inheritors of its history and its past. The rest, like Muslims and Christians, who
originate beyond those boundaries are deemed as the ‘foreigners’ and the minorities. They
will therefore remain the disenfranchised in the national past and must submit to the rule and

the protection of the majority.

As one can visualize, the birth of this extremist politics through the idea of the sovereignty of
the nation brings back the notion of the totalilizing spirit of history that seeks to mute
dissenting and disrupting voices, working towards a seamless glorious future to which the
past remains a realized goal and one which is enacted every day in the determining of the
nature of this future. Through this one can presume, that colonialist history and nationalist
history, even though different in their approach as well as their intentions, are still working in
tandem to converge to that universal homogenous History from which they both are drawing
their source. It becomes discernible that both universal world history and the homogenous
narrative of the history of the nation presupposes the concept of ‘totality’. As Chatterjee
rightly points out that the main hindrance to the postcolonial is this concept of the totalizing
nationalism, one that deters us from venturing into other avenues of understanding the past:
‘Until such time that we accept that it is the very singularity of the idea of a national history
of India which divides Indians from one another, we will not create the conditions for writing

these alternate histories’"’.

Revisionist History and the problem of Universalism

1" partha Chatterjee. ‘Histories and Nations’. Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories.
New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993 p 115. Print.
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The third form of narrative history that finds its position alongside nationalist and colonialist
histories is what Chatterjee refers to as revisionist history. As stated earlier, one of the first
points of this notion of history is the discrediting of the break in historical narrative that is put
forward by both colonialist and nationalist histories, albeit for different reasons. Revisionist
historians argue that the colonial regimes were not different from the indigenous regimes of
the colonies, but rather a causal continuation from those regimes. Stating that the eighteenth
century was a time of economic vigour rather than political confusion and decline, historians
like Burton Stein, David Washbrook, Christopher Bayly and others look at the period
between 1750 to 1850 as a period of transitions. This perspective relies on the fact that the
Indian economy was an open field for transactions and the colonizers were merely one of the
players who successfully emerged victorious in the free trade market. While the initial years
of the colonial enterprise might work within the contours provided by such a theory, the later
period of colonial rule becomes a glaring problem to this scheme of the market economy as
the marker of the beginning of British history in India. Moreover, this revisionist theory puts
colonialism merely as a footnote in what it recognises as the enduring perspective of Indian
history, a brief interlude in the long narrative of the nation. Chatterjee comments,

What is this (revisionist) theory? It is the familiar theme of capitalist
development...the new twist on this theme has at its vortex the claim that not all
forms of development of capital necessarily leads to modern industrialism. The
development of industrial capital in England, or in Western Europe or North America,
was the result of a very specific history. It is the perversity of Eurocentric historical
theories that has led to the search for similar developments everywhere else in the
world; whenever that search has proved fruitless, the society has been declared
incapable of producing a true historical dynamic. Instead of tracing the particular
course of the indigenous history, therefore, the practice has been to see the history of
‘backward’ countries as a history of ‘lack’, a history that always falls short of true

history.'®

It is a pertinent point that Chatterjee is raising here: the revisionist historical theory does not
merely make colonialism but a logical process in the enduring narrative of the nation, it also
makes the colonized history a history that is forever in the process of defining itself through
the process of lack. Therefore, one is once again faced with the totalizing quality of this

18 partha Chatterjee. “The Colonial State’. Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial Histories. New
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993 p 30. Print.
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narrative strategy where the historical theory put forward by Washbrook not only easily
removes the violent intrusion of colonialism, it rather makes it the innate and the inviolable
part of indigenous history, an indigenous history which can only be constructed through the
approval of the colonial self.

If one looks at the three different forms of history that have all prominently placed
themselves in front of the postcolonial subject, one realises that while their agendas may
differ, yet they all seem to converge within the common grounds of a universalizing History
that moves towards a future of common knowledge and in the process necessarily pre-empts
the destruction of all notions of the incommensurable and in the process forecloses all that is
incommensurable to the homogenous time of a totalizing history . What becomes even more
remarkable is how each of these historical accounts works within the perimeter of narrative
strategies that further the Historical project towards ideological manoeuvres through which
imagined communities gain essentialist identities. These accounts continually seek to
displace the anxiety of the plural modern space through turning territory into tradition, the
multitudes of people into the homogenous ‘One’, turning territoriality into a mad rationale of
archaic traditionalism. To comprehend this creation of totalizing boundaries—both actual and
conceptual—one needs to therefore delve into not merely what these accounts are stating but
also in the form and the language as well as the structure that these accounts are utilizing for
the realization of this goal. It is here that it becomes necessary to understand Paul Ricoeur’s

reading of the narrative identity and how History becomes a creation of that narrative self.
The storied self and the problem of the archive

Paul Ricoeur’s Time and Narrative remains one of the most important works when
examining the position of the narrative self in terms of history and ethical understanding. For
Ricoeur, narrative is 'the privileged means by which we reconfigure our confused, unformed
and mute temporal existence'™. It is this narrative that brings together the disparate points of
incidents and turns them into a causal story that creates in itself a meaning beyond the
immediate meaning of the events. Ricoeur believed in the Socratic idea that it is only an
‘examined’ life that is worth living. By ‘examined’ he refers to the various concordant and
discordant strains of life that come together in a mode of narration thus, creating within that

act of fusion, a narrative identity. This process of conception of the narrative identity allows

19 paul Ricoeur, 'A New Ethos for Europe' in Paul Ricoeur: The Hermeneutics of Action. London: Sage
Publications, 1996, p. 9. Print.
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one to develop a deep sense of being a subject to the cultural and social symbols rather than a
unilateral narcissistic ego. Stories of the self provide a temporal space for the individual in
which experience can be reflected upon and it is from this that the concept of ‘mythos’ takes
its origin. The aim of ‘mythos’ is to give a structure and a grammar to the life of action of the
individual by transcribing it into a story. Myth, the most common form of early narrative,
was a traditional plot or storyline that could be translated from one generation of tellers to the
next. This is true of the great mythological sagas of the Celtic, Greek, Persian and Chinese
cultures and others, each of which relied on this act of myth making for the propagation of its
cultural and social value modes. However, mythic narrative mutated over time into two main
branches: historical and fictional; the former developed an allegiance over time to the reality
of past events while the latter delved into the creative re-imaginings of the social milieu
around it. Ricoeur searched for a fundamental experience that could integrate these two
narrative strands again. He found a solution in the hypothesis that the constitution of a
narrative identity, whether individual or collective, is the most appropriate site of fusion of
these two strands. He held that the human person finds self-expression and a sense of identity
through the reflective space offered by the twofold world of real and fictional stories.

This act of creating the myth is not merely a forming of a narrative, but rather a mimetic
transformation of the disparate and scattered strains of events into a new paradigm. This
transformation can be seen as a synthesis of the heterogeneous but it is a synthesis which is
much more than a plain mirroring of nature. It is rather a complete re-imagining and creative
re-description of the world where ‘hidden patterns and hitherto unexplored meanings can
unfold’®®. The narrative mimetically offers the subject new ways of imagining the world and
through this act of re-imagining, the subject reaches a point of catharsis which is the next

point of the narrative movement.

Ricoeur over time has argued for the interweaving of the two strands of history and fiction as
he firmly believed that both these narrative threads contain within themselves the loci of
cathartic power that enables the subject to feel empathy beyond the personal boundaries of
family, friends and other such knowable and recognisable points of relation. This power of
empathy, which encompasses all that is both known and foreign to us becomes the standing

landmark of our ethical sensitivity, one that is important for the realisation of the historical

% paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1984-88), vol. 3. Taken from Maria
Duffy. Paul Ricoeur’s Pedagogy of Pardon: A Narrative Theory of Memory and Forgetting. New York:
Continuum, 2009 p28. Print.
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goal. This process of experiencing both the self and the other through the lens of of narration
provokes a modification in our ways of perceiving the world as well as the various socio-
cultural milieu and instead opens up our experience to newer forms of knowledge, seeing and
comprehension. The narrative equips us with an alternate mode of self-identity which in turn
becomes important in our ethical understanding of the narrative as well as moulding
ourselves within the moral contours that the narrative opens up. It also creates the
possibilities of understanding the self in terms of the other, not as a negation but rather a

continuation, as both sameness and difference. Ricoeur explains it as:

A kind of otherness that is not (or not merely) the result of comparison..., otherness
of a kind that can be constitutive of selfhood as such. Oneself as Another suggests
from the outset that the selfhood of oneself implies otherness to such an intimate
degree that one cannot be thought of without the other, that instead one passes into the
other?!

The self undergoes an interesting transformation in incorporating itself in the double take of
the narrative strategy. The story narrated by the self about itself is a narration about the action
of the ‘who’ of the self, as well as garnering an identity for this ‘who’. It has to be
remembered that the narrative self is different from the self that is the reader of this narrative.
The narrative self is always in a dichotomous process of both ‘having become’ and the
‘becoming’. It is the process, and promise (ipse) as well as the sameness (idem). While the
ipse answers to the mutative and every changing “who” of the narrative, as in the promise
that the narrative self holds for itself towards the future, the idem answers to the sameness of
the condition of the self which gives itself its basic traits and characters, in short, the ‘what’
of the narrative thread. In further delving into the idem of the self, it becomes obvious then
that the self’s narration of the disparate strands will always already contain an undercurrent of
subjectivity that forms the foundation of the mimetic story telling process. Maria Duffy

further elucidates this point by stating:

Consequently we come to the realization that storytelling is never ‘neutral’. Every
narrative bears some evaluative charge regarding the events narrated and the actors
featured in the narration. All narratives carry their own weightings regarding the

‘moral worth’ of their characters and tend to dramatize or heighten the 'moral

2! paul Ricoeur. ‘Introduction: The Question of Selfhood’, Oneself as Another. Trans. Kathleen Blamey.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992 p 3. Print.
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relationships' between actions and their consequences, which, in his Poetics, Aristotle
referred to as the ‘emplotted relationship between character, virtue and fortune.’
Moreover, as Ricoeur asserts, there is no narrated action that does not involve some
response of approval or disapproval relative to the scale of goodness or justice -
though it is always up to the 'readers' to choose between the various value options
proposed by the narrative. He wagers for example, that the ‘very notion of cathartic
pity or fear’ linked as it is to unmerited tragedy, would collapse if our aesthetic
responses were to be 'totally divorced' from any empathy or antipathy towards the
character's ethical quality. The strategy of the ‘narrator’ is to give the reader a vision

of the world that is never ethically neutral:

“In this sense narrative already belongs to the ethical field in virtue of its claim
inseparable from its narration -to ethical justice. Still more, it belongs to the reader,
now an agent, an initiator of action, to choose among the multiple proposals of ethical

justice brought forth by the reading”.22

Thus, narrative identity is not merely close to personal identity, it is rather a play of the two
contrasting forces of sedimentation (the properties of the self which remain unchanging as
well as those inscribed in the past) and innovation (the future self towards which the past is
progressing as a form of becoming). Therefore, the narrative self is caught up forever in a
process of re-interpretation based on the different cultural and social platforms that are given
to the reader self to choose from. Essentially the storied self reveals a sort of equivocal
behaviour wherein it works within the contrasting points of sameness and difference. It is this
dialectical play that allows the past to not be closed off into an immutable moment of truth in
time but rather be in a constant dynamic point of being answerable to the future. It is
interesting to note that Ricoeur states that this idea of the storied self is not only applicable to

individuals but even institutions and ages of history.

It is important now that we again go back to the discussion of how History is formulated
within the postcolonial setup and the problem that Ricoeur’s idea of the storied self brings in
to that notion. While discussing the various forms of historical narratives that came in in the

wake of the colonial past of the subcontinent, one of the main points that came through was

%2 Maria Duffy. Paul Ricoeur’s Pedagogy of Pardon: A Narrative Theory of Memory and Forgetting. New
York: Continuum, 2009 p31. Print.
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the immutable character of these voices of the past. The archiving project in the post colonial
set up have always and again looked into an immovable past of fixity which has created a
storied self that is not only immutable but one which is forever an answering back to the
singular notion of the ‘other’. The colonial history was fixated on the creation of the other as
a negation of the self and therefore the need to fend the self against this idea of the other. The
nationalist history became the exact mirror image of the colonial historical narrative in its
lateral inversion of the position of the self and the alien foreign ‘other’. The narrative storied
selves in each of these become a representation of the idem while the ipse is forever closed
off to a future on which the storied self remains unchangeable thus, foregoing the promise
that the future can have in the recreation of the past selves. What this has resulted in is a past
that remains unfinished and thus haunts the door of the the future in its grotesque and un-
mutated form that is stuck in a borrowed imagining of the white other. As Chatterjee

succinctly puts it,

If nationalisms in the rest of the world have to choose their imagined community from
certain ‘modular’ forms already made available to them by Europe and the Americas,
what do they have left to imagine? History, it would seem, has decreed that we in the
post colonial world shall only be perpetual consumers of modernity. Europe and the
Americas the only true subjects of history, have thought out on our behalf not only the
script of the colonial enlightenment and exploitation, but also that of our anticolonial
resistance and postcolonial misery. Even out imagination must remain forever

colonized.?

The storied self of the postcolonial imagining is therefore forever caught up in the syndrome
of repeating the misery of the borrowed modern state, one that is the residue of that same
narrative that has closed itself to scrutiny and change. The autonomous forms of imagination
of the postcolonial community seem to be continually overwhelmed and loomed over by the
history of the ‘post’colonial state. It is Banquo’s Ghost that continues to not only haunt it, but
also decide its actions towards a future whose possibilities have been tapered off. ‘Here lies
the root of our postcolonial misery: not in our inability to think out new forms of the modern

community but in our surrender to the old forms of the modern state’?.

% partha Chatterjee. ‘Whose Imagined Community’. Nation and Its Fragments: Colonial and Postcolonial
Histories. New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993 p9. Print.
* Ibid, p11.
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This is further proved through Jacques Derrida’s discussion of the problem of the archive.
While Derrida is referring to the universal problem of the archive, it is especially important to
consider this argument viz-a-viz the postcolonial condition. Jacques Derrida in his Archive
Fever: a Freudian Impression, deliberately goes back to the origin of the word ‘archive’,
Arkhé in which the antithetical ideas of commencement and commandment embrace in a
moment of absolute unity, and in this manner he demonstrates the archive as a privileged site
of topography. He elucidates how the act of historicizing or archiving is not merely retelling
the fables of the past but re-enacting the acts of law and power that adorn them and give them
shape. The notion of History or the archive then seems to be an act of consignation: the aim
to coordinate a single corpus in a synchronised rehearsed melody in which all the elements
articulate the unity of an ideal configuration. In this process of consignation, the
disharmonious elements are not only expelled from the corpus of the ‘written’ History but
ousted from the very consciousness of the being. If one applies this to the postcolonial
condition then it becomes absolutely necessary to call out this homogenizing mission that the
borrowed colonial concept of the modern state has thrust upon the postcolonial imagining.
There is thus, an urgent need to reclaim the ipse of the storied self and through that open up
the static nature of the historical project to the dynamic opportunities of the ‘Antistory’.
However, before we go on to enumerate the defining features of this new form of imagining
the storied postcolonial self, it is essential to first go back to the idea of the storied self as
propounded by Ricoeur and understand the various implications of a change in the narrative
vision that one is looking forward to bringing in, in the arena of the postcolonial map of

history writing.
The vanished memory, hyper-memory and the question of forgiveness

According to Ricoeur, no forgiveness is possible until memory has been dealt with because it
is essential to understanding and acceptance, these being forms of reconciliation and healing
in their own right. Conflict arises from the failure to recognise the other. Ricoeur suggests
that in all a human being thinks, does and desires, he or she is a child of tradition, and is
therefore linked experientially to the past, present and future. Against the metaphorical
backdrop of the ‘Fall’ story, the human person is presented as one who also experiences
finiteness, limitedness, weakness, sin and mortality. Thus, remembering becomes a moral

duty, a debt owed to the victims of history.
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The point of historical remembering therefore is to connect the past and the future in an
exchange of memory and expectation and dispel the tension that lies between the past (as the
site of experience) and the future (the horizon of expectation). Memory does not merely need
to understand the inception of the story of the self but also unearth the simultaneous stories of
the other that lay buried within the causality of time and space, pushed into the realm of the
banal through explanations of social, historical and other causes. Memory therefore takes up
the prophetical task of remembering those which have been forgotten; as Ricoeur is quick to
point out, ‘We must preserve the scandalous dimension of the event, leave that which is
monstrous, inexhaustible by explanation. Thanks to memory and the narratives that preserve
the memory of the horrible, the horrible is prevented from being levelled off by
explanation’®. This memory or act of remembering is dimensionally different from the
history of victory, progress and selective forgetting that we have been dealing with till now. It
is a history that stands counter intuitive to all these tendencies, the one which bears within
itself the moral load of entreating for a reinterpretation of its subject positions. It has to be a
remembering that becomes a stimulus that questions and changes the history of those who
have not merely been silenced but engulfed into absolute forgetting by the contours of this

victo