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Abstract

In the past decade, partition historiography has undergone a significant shift
commonly referred to as the material and memorial turn or new history of the
partition. | argue that the memory and material culture turn in partition
historiography is due to the growth of privately owned digital oral archives that
aim to preserve the memory of the partition of India for historians and future
generations. The evident unavailability of personal memories in the official
archives has paved the way for these digital oral histories to take over. | will focus
on the 1947 Partition Archives and its oral history collection, which consists of
more than 10,000 testimonies from the partition survivors across India, Pakistan,
and Bangladesh. And try to navigate the new history of the partition, which is
more interdisciplinary in nature and draws insights from memory studies.
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Introduction

The rise of memory studies is primarily associated with the Holocaust, and
the oral digital archives related to partition were also initiated on the model of
Holocaust oral history archives. | will try to trace out how and to what extent the
partition oral collections are providing a different lens and enabling partition
historians to access a wider range of voices and experiences that were previously
marginalized or excluded from official histories.

This article is divided into three sections. The first section is related to the
emergence of oral history as the mainstream historical method. And how it
affected archival and historiographical practices in general and partition studies in
particular to counter the prevalent nationalized ‘high politics’ narrative. The
second section is aboutthe rise and impacts of digital oral archives on
historiography, specifically how oral collections and their mission to preserve the
memory of partition have resulted in a memorial and material shift within partition
studies. The third section examines the challenges and limitations of using oral
history as a historical method in partition studies, as well as the reliability,
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dynamics, and reach of digital oral repositories in an era of rapid technological
development.

Rise of Oral History and Subaltern Studies

Oral history rose as the alternative to challenge the hegemony of written
documents (archives) and for presenting alternative and broader views of the past.
During the ‘social turn’ in history in the 1960s and 1970s when the ‘human
dimension’ got attention and oral accounts of ordinary people started getting the
historian’s consideration for challenging textual supremacy.! It reached India with
the rise of the Subaltern school of thought in the 1980s, and the trend of giving
‘voices to the voiceless’ and ‘history from below’ gained momentum.? In their
efforts to decolonize their history, subalterns challenged the prominent colonial
narratives through oral history.® Partition studies got the attention of subaltern
historians much later when in 1997, two ground-breaking works, The Other Side
of Silence by Urvashi Butalia and Borders and Boundaries by Ritu Menon and
Kamla Bhasin.* These works focused on the female sufferings of the partition and
completely relied on the oral accounts of the victims female challenged some of
the existing notions surrounding the celebration of partition as independence and
uncovers some of the uncomfortable truths related to female suffering. Partition
historiography saw a humanistic shift with the inclusion of lived experiences of
the victims of the mass displacement till the first decade of the 21% century when
historians followed this trend.

This humanistic turn in partition scholarship highlighted different
subjectivities based on class, caste, gender, and ethnicity in the partition
experience. Historians used oral histories combined with written documents to dig
out for deeper partialities related to the different themes of the partition. Historians
such as Pippa Virdee, Vazira Fazila Zamindar, Yasmin Khan, Sara Ansari, lan
Talbot, Gyanandra Pandey, and many others demonstrated and brought the threads
of collective and individual perspectives of Partition into focus.®

Holocaust, Memory, and Oral Testimonies

The social turn in history caused the rise of oral history as the mainstream
source of history and caused a shift in archival practices.® The same period saw the
growth of Holocaust memorial oral archives, the memory of holocaust survivors
got attention, and memory started being preserved through the oral archives. This
rise in memory and oral history caused a paradigm shift in the historiographical
writings of holocaust studies, and renowned works based on the intersection of
holocaust memory and history were produced. Till the 1990s, there were numerous
Holocaust survivor narratives that demonstrated the lingering impact of past
trauma and violence on the present. This posed a challenge to modernity, which
had deemed violence, displacement, and trauma to be relics of the past. These
accounts confirmed that the Holocaust left deep psychological scars on the minds
of the survivors. This gave history a new direction; history writing and rewriting
were conceptualized from the perspective of survivors.

The status of oral testimony became an archival document for historians to
gain insights into past events and bring the diverse narrative to the surface
concerning the ‘lived experiences’ of ordinary people.” This was the time that saw
a historiographical transformation in terms of the partition of India, where
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historians like Butalia, Menon, and Bhasin were writing about the partition from
the perspective of the survivor and causing the change in the partition studies.
While on the other side hand, Historians like Claude Lensmann, Hannah Arendt,
Charlotte Delbo, Dominick LaCapra, Lawrence Langer, Marianne Hirsch, and
many others wrote about the enduring effects and different aspects of Holocaust
memory with the inclusion of survivors’ testimonies and thus were responsible for
bringing change in the holocaust studies and to the different aspects of memory
(personal, collective, communicative, and cultural)®. This shift in the historical and
memory studies discourse resulted in a new understanding of the victim as a
survivor, his or her oral account as a testimony, and memory as a remembrance.

Digital Oral Archives and Memory of Partition

Similar to the Holocaust, being the legacy of World War I, the Partition of
India is one of the most tragic and violent events of the twentieth century. It
resulted in the displacement of more than 14 million people, making it one of the
largest human migrations in human history.® The chief sufferers are ordinary
people. Contrary to the Holocaust, where the victim was one community, the
horrors of partition were borne by all Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs, and the scale of
violence was enormous. One component which is common between partition and
holocaust two is the element of the suffering of common lives. While much
attention was paid to the preservation of oral accounts and testimonies of
Holocaust survivors through digital oral archives, neither India nor Pakistan made
any effort to preserve the oral testimonies of partition survivors. The priority of
both postcolonial states, which were founded as the result of partition was to
disseminate the nationalized agenda, that associates partition with independence
rather than with mass displacement and human suffering. Therefore, the memories
of partition survivors are missing from the official archives of both India and
Pakistan, and neither side has made any attempt to preserve them until now.°

The emergence of privately owned digital oral archives containing the oral
testimonies of survivors from India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh marked a turning
point in the historical effort to preserve memories of partition.'! These archives
preserved not only the oral accounts but also the memoirs and autobiographies
written by the survivors of the partition, as well as all the relevant web resources
pertaining to important details about the partition. The 1947 Partition Archive is
the most prominent digital archive of all. Its oral history collection contains a wide
range of survivors’ testimonies.

1947 Partition Archives was founded in 2011 as an initiative taken by Ms
Guneeta Bhalla and set up on the models of the Holocaust Digital Oral Archives.!?
The main aim of these archives was to give voices to the voiceless, deal with the
silences in conventional archives, and preserve the personal memories of the
partition survivors and their generations before their loss. The main objectives
behind the initiative of these archives are — 1) the documentation, preservation,
and collect first-hand accounts irrespective of caste, religion, nation, gender, and
class, affected by the Partition of India. The second objective is to collect and
preserve the personal objects and artifacts carried by the people throughout their
journey of displacement. Material objects being part of their collections is a sign
that the objects that survived during the catastrophic event hold importance and
their association with memory is crucial for partition.3

3



JPUHS, Volume: 37, No. 01, January—June 2024

The interviews in this collection have been recorded in over 300 cities from
India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh and in multiple languages including English,
Urdu, Punjabi, and different regional languages. Their website provides the
complete database of the interviewer and interviewee, which is proving vital for
the young generations of historians who have limited access to the other sides of
the border. A recent effort was being made to transcribe the testimonies in the
form of a book titled “10,000 Memories: A Lived History of Partition,
Independence and World War II In South Asia’*.** This step is essential because it
will stop the abrupt loss of data which is the common threat posed by the transition
to the digital and paperless world.® They are preventing the loss of crucial
information due to technological malfunctions or digital exclusions by transcribing
the memory in the form of a book. The 1947 Partition Archives also provide
training to young historians and researchers through Oral History Workshops.
More than 800 researchers were trained to become full-time oral historians (citizen
historians), and each of them is contributing to the collection of testimonies and
also wrote about the partition based on what they heard.

Just as the Holocaust oral archives altered conventional approaches to
memory and historical writing about the event. In a similar way, the 1947 Partition
Archives have contributed to partition historiography by introducing a
historiographical turn in partition studies with the inclusion of memory and
material culture.

Material and memorial turn in the partition historiography gain momentum in
the second decade of the 21st century with the introduction of digital oral archives
which instigated historians to shift their lens to the transcription of memorial
accounts and material dimension of the partition survivors.'® The new generation
of historians employed a variety of methods to recover the experience on a micro-
level. Historians focused on oral history methodology, memorial sites, material
objects, and the history contained within the objects brought by the survivors
through their journey from one side of the border to the other. Although objects
cannot contain, experience, or store memory, they still provide people with a
ground to experience memories. Objects act as tangible reminders of the past and
can evoke emotions and memories associated with them.’

This shift to memory has been accompanied by a rising interest in the
materiality of Partition, as scholars seek to combine oral testimonies with material
culture and the inclusion of objects works as the instigators of memory. Churnjeet
Mahn and Anne Murphy, in an edited volume, bring together scholarship which
attempts to build narratives of Partition situated at the intersection of memory and
commemoration. Many of the articles included in this work utilize material culture
in the study of Partition.'® The most significant work in this respect, however, is
the monograph produced by the art historian Aanchal Malhotra approaches the
question of memory and Partition by employing perspectives from the study of
material culture. She argues that objects saved and brought by survivors of
Partition are as important as documentary and oral sources in revealing hitherto
unexplored aspects of the Partition, bringing to light not only narratives of
violence but the tales about the harmonious elements and cooperation from the
other communities provided to each other which can contribute to lessening the
animosity and communal tensions.®
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Historical accounts have recently begun to become more inclusive and
diverse in the process of uncovering the multifaceted understanding and
challenging official discourse of the partition, which is based on factors such as
class, geographic location, urban setting, generational accounts, and gender.?
Amber Heather Abbas's work, which is based on the archives of oral history
narratives of students at Aligarh Muslim University, describes how the partition
had an effect on the students’ lives and how their lives were shaped by it. When
compared to the history of decolonization and independence that is typically
presented by both the Indian and Pakistani governments, the narrative of the
students tells a very different story about the partition of India and Pakistan.
According to the student's memories, the partition transformed familiar places and
spaces into strange places that were frequently characterized by fear and
uncertainty. In the official history discourse of the Pakistani state, Aligarh
University has been celebrated as a place that played a key role in the Pakistan
movement. However, this study provides a counter-discourse to that official
history and creates ruptures in the state narrative.?! Similar to this, several other
significant works highlighting the gender caste and ethical experience emerged.
For example, Uditti Sen has drawn attention to the various subjectivities
associated with the rehabilitation process based on class, caste, gender, and
ethnicity which are crucial for understanding the issue of postcolonial
governmentality in India.?

Although not all the historical accounts produced after the introduction of the
oral archives revolved around the oral collections contained in these archives in
terms of partition. But the introduction of these archives caused the memory to be
the focus of numerous historical accounts.

Oral History, Memory, and Limitations

Oral history has played a significant role in altering the way history is written
and studied, nonetheless, it has always been a source of objection for a variety of
reasons. Some of the most common limitations/objections are; memory is
considered an ever-changing phenomenon that cannot be recorded or preserved by
archives. Oral testimony’s factual accuracy or exaggerated nature is also a source
of concern. The subjective nature of oral accounts/memory and the reliability of
oral testimony are two major concerns that have arisen since the growth of oral
history. But, if the historian takes the subjective and exaggerated nature of the oral
testimony as a merit, not a de-merit, then this approach would open diverse and
broader dynamics of the memory that he or she is taking into account. As
Alessandro Portelli argues that

““Even when the oral accounts do not tell the events as they occurred, the
discrepancies and errors are themselves clues and are open for the painful search

of meaning’.%

In addition to contributing to a shift in the historiography of the partition, the
wave of recording the oral histories ‘lived experience’ of the partition through
digital oral archives, the 1947 Partition Archives served as a stepping stone for
many other similar initiatives around the world for collecting memories from the
South Asian Diaspora who has experienced partition. For exampl e, the
foundation of Partition Education Group-UK in 2017, BBC Radio Series (2017) in
commemoration of Partition and lived memory of the partition survivors, South
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Asian Institute at Harvard initiated a project ‘Looking Back, Informing the Future:
the 1947 Partition of India’. On the 70th anniversary of Partition (2017), the 1947
Partition Archives partnered with Stanford University Library to ensure
accessibility and inclusion of oral testimonies of the partition survivors in the
libraries’ sections devoted to the history of Modern South Asia. This resulted in an
increase in the reach of the voices to the diverse audience, historians, and
researchers.

Critiques of the Digital Oral Archives

Oral history has changed in terms of the division and limitations of the
testimonies in relation to the partition, and this shift has been accompanied by a
significant influx of memory in the form of digital archival initiatives. which has
increased their reach to a larger audience, but this influx is not serving the
intended purpose. Partition historian Pippa Virdee criticized digital archival
initiatives as contextless and insufficient in generating new knowledge due to
selective participation. She calls digital archives a step towards the
commaodification and industrialization of memory.?* She questions the relevance of
these oral accounts in terms of their claim to give voices to the voiceless or deal
with the silences in the conventional archives. Another objection is that the digital
archives initiatives may inadvertently perpetuate the marginalization of subaltern
voices by only collecting memories from a certain demographic, thus reinforcing
existing power structures and inequalities.

There is no doubt that rapid digitalization is causing a dual problem:
information overload and a scarcity of archival records, both of which contribute
to the spread of enormous contextless data.?® However, this criticism about the
influx of memories related to the partition does not seem to be true, because the
partition did not end in 1947. When millions of people were uprooted, all they
have is their individual story and context, which can help historians. The 1947
Partition Archives provide a complete database with all the information about a
survivor’s name, where he or she is from, and how old he or she is. This helps
historians find and track down survivors of the partition. Also, these collections
help historians learn about what happened on both sides of the border (India and
Pakistan) from the people who lived through it. For example, | as a Pakistani
researcher who intends to study the communicative memories of partition among
the generations of partition survivors, plan to include accounts from both sides of
the border. The practical limitation of my project is that | may not be able to go to
India and conduct research across the border. Because of ongoing tension between
India and Pakistan, which has its roots in the partition. This collection will be
useful to me in this situation because it will allow me to incorporate stories from
the other side of the border.

Every archival collection, whether documentary or oral, is devoid of context.
The narrative produced by that archival material depends on how the historian
interprets and frames historical questions in order to examine the record, just like
other written archives do. Oral archives offer only a platform and a lens through
which to view history.? The criticism that oral collection is contextless and
insufficient for creating new knowledge is misleading. Oral archives provide a
platform for those who suffered during the horrific displacement and have been
kept silent for solong. It is up to the historian, however, to place the oral
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narratives in a broader context and generate knowledge based on his or her
analysis. Similarly, in order to make the best use of these collections, these digital
oral archives must be treated as documentary archives and read along the archival
grain.

Digital memorial archives are also being held responsible for the
commodification and industrialization of memory. The fact that access to the
complete testimonies is only granted with the permission of the archives' director
along with a nominal fee for each set of oral interviews adds validity to this claim.
The growing number of memorial archives, the involvement of funding agencies,
and limited access to testimonies with approval and monetary payment are all
contributing to the claim of commaodification and industrialization which needs
further investigation.

The oral history digital archives are also blamed for limited participation and
adding to existing power structures by not including already marginalized groups.
The 1947 Partition Archives collect their data through crowdsourcing, with oral
historians recording nearly all of the testimonies voluntarily. In different regions
that were the epicenters of partition in India, Pakistan, and Bangladesh,
testimonies are being gathered without regard to religious, racial, or gender
discrimination. According to the database provided on the official website of the
1947 Partition archives, 45 percent of females and 55 percent of males participated
in the partition. This 10 percent disparity may be a result of female survivors'
reluctance to discuss their traumatic past experiences.

Each partition survivor and his/her testimony (memory) are a source of
history, and despite all of the criticisms and limitations, the efforts of the 1947
Partition Archives and all of the other digital platforms dedicated to preserving the
lived experiences and stories of the survivors and their subsequent generations
cannot be compromised. With the rapid loss of generations who witnessed
partition first-hand, there was an urgent need for initiatives like these to emerge
and preserve historical sources for future generations and historians.

Conclusion

Partition historiography has evolved from high politics to a human dimension
approach. This approach has made the lived experience and memory of the people
a central concern for historians to show how partition can not only be confined to
the year 1947. Instead, the partition began to make a new history, and this new
history can't be found in official sources. Rather, it can be uncovered
through informal archives, oral history methods, and memory and material culture.

The digital oral archives are setting out the focus of partition historians and
scholars to write alternative narratives about the partition at the intersection of
memory and material culture. The growing interest of historians in writing about
the memorial accounts of the partition with the micro-level analysis of the
ordinary lives and their ‘lived experience’ has put these archives in the limelight.
These archival initiatives are also contributing to bridging the gap between both
India and Pakistan and easing the communal tensions, as the accounts contained
not only the tales of violence but also the harmonious elements and helping hands
offered by the members of the opposite communities at the time of mass upheaval.
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As a result, many separated families are now able to meet with their family
members and visit their ancestral homes after almost 75 years of separation.
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