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Romila Thapar, Raghu Rai may be part
of city’s oral history initiative

NEW DELHI: Delhi Veteran writer and journalist RV Smith, historian Romila Thapar, dancer Uma Sharma,
and photographer Raghu Rai are a few of the names under consideration for the Delhi government’s oral
history initiative. The programme, launched on Monday, will be carried out by Delhi Archives in collaboration
with Ambedkar University. “All these names are renowned in their fields and have made a significant
contribution to the history of Delhi,” Sanjay Garg, head of the office of the Delhi Archives, said. “The rest will
be decided by a high-level committee,” he added.

The project, which aims to fill gaps in history by capturing the memories and experiences of Delhi’s citizens
from different walks of life, will record 100 interviews in a span of two years.

“The story of Delhi is not just about epic wars and the fall and rise of kingdoms, it is also about intimate
details—the songs, festivals, weddings, the recipes, the businesses—that will come alive for the younger
generation,” deputy chief minister of Delhi Manish Sisodia said.

Speaking about the parameters through which the interviewees are being decided upon, professor at
Ambedkar University Denys Leighton said that “it is important to select people who represent all walks of life.”
The Delhi Archives currently possess oral histories of 50 illustrious personalities, including politician and

freedom fighter Sushila Nayyar, politician Gulzarilal Nanda, and feminist writer and social scientist Kamala
Bhasin. Speaking about the importance of oral history as a source of history writing, historian S Irfan Habib
said that “this is unlike other sources of history, such as archives, epigraphy, or archaeological sources. This
history depends on the experiences of people. When they die, we lose out on their memories. For instance,
those who saw the 1942 Quit India movement are no longer around. Therefore, we need to take this project
very seriously.”

Archivist Usha Purie emphasised upon the need to democratise the accessibility of the archives. “"Once you
develop an archive you must also think of making it available to anybody who is interested in Delhi,” she said.

Some of the other people who are also being considered for interviews in the first phase of the project are
musician and head of Dilli Gharana Ustad Igbal Ahmed Khan, artist Kishen Khanna, senior advocate Ram
Jethmalani, theatre personality Vinod Nagpal, journalist Arun Shourie and newsreader Salma Sultan.

This article was shared by a user of PressReader - an online source of publications from around the world. PressReader contains copyrighted material,
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Oral History Project sees
fresh push from Delhi govt:
100 interviews in two years

SOMYA LAKHANI
NEW DELHI. AUGUST S

IT WAS in the ‘80s that the Delhi
Archives department first be-
gan an oral history projectby in-
terviewing 56 personalities
about the city, its history and
changing nature. From politi-
cian Gulzari Lal Nanda, who
served as the acting Prime
Minister twice in the *60s, to
Sushila Nayar, a close aide of
Mahatma Gandhi — the inter-
views, stored in audio cassettes,
detail their memories of Delhi.

After 56, however, the proj-
ect was stopped. Reviving the
project, the Delhi government
launched the ‘Oral History
Programme®’ at the India
International Centre Monday
afternoon. A Memorandum of
Understanding was signed be-
tween Delhi Archives depart-
ment and the Ambedkar
University (AUD).

“We will add 100 more in-
terviewsin the next two years,”
said Ajay Kumar Garg, director
of Archives.

The launch was accompa-
nied by a panel discussion with
historian S Irfan Habib, author
and journalist R V Smith,
Professor Denys P Leighton
from AUD, and former All India
Radio programmer Usha Purie.
It was moderated by historian
Sohail Hashmi and the topic
was ‘Mapping Delhi through
Oral Histories, potential and
possibilities’.

While Deputy Chief
Minister Manish Sisodia, who
was supposed to inaugurate the
programme, couldn’t make it,
he said, “Through anecdotes,
stories, songs and experiences,
the archives will record lesser-
known narratives ofthe public.
The first phase of the initiative
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AMemorandum of Understanding was signed between
Delhi Archives department and Ambedkar University

will map senior citizens' con-
nect with Delhi. The elderly are
atreasure troveof stories, custo-
dians of our history.”

Hashmi stressed on the
need to “document since his-
tory is being re-written”.

In the backdrop of the
Centre scrapping special status
granted to Jammu and Kashmir
by modifying Article 370,
Hashmi said, “that people like
us being able to buy land there
would result in the loss of lin-
guistic, cultural history. It will
be forgotten. We need to docu-
ment.”

While Smith said, “oral his-
toryis notfoundin books butin
galis and mohallas”, Purie com-
mented on accessibility of
archives. She said, “Once you
document, also think of acces-
sibility. Filmmakers, research
scholars want access to such
archives and so do common
people just for keepsake. Will it
come with a rate card or be free
for all?”

Archivist Sanjay Garg said
that the department aims to
record 50 personalities — from
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Smith and Mahashay
Dharampal Gulati of MDH
spices to farmers, traders and
teachers — this year.

“The project whichbeganin
the ‘80s stopped due to lack of
resources and manpower. This
is arevival of sorts. We have the
56 recordings and transcripts
too. This project has a team of
20 and will be available on the
Delhi Archives website free of
cost,” he said.

Habib emphasised on the
urgency to document as oral
history “dependsonpeople and
ifthey disappear, the memories
go away with them™.

He said, “We should have
done thissooner but better late
than never. While recording
oral history, both the inter-
viewer and the interviewee
have to report honestly what
they know.”

He added that unlike “writ-
ten history,” oral history em-
powers the woiceless. “An illit-
erate person cannot write down
what he knows but he can tell
that story and that needs to be
recorded.”
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Delhi’s rich history, as told by
the people who have lived it
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. New Delhl: When It comes to
. history, there 1s a dominant
. view that it is written by vic-
tors. Or, it Is dominated by
: the volce of the ruling clas-
:  seswith theaam aadmi's vol-
: oe almost non-existent or be-
: Ing pushed to the margins.
: Even though the academia
: has progressively focused
- more and more on ‘history
: from below’, starting with
: the Subaltern School, since
. the late 1970s, in the realm of
. popular history, this view 1s
. still current.

: The Delhi government's
- “Oral History Programme’ re-
. flects this popular view and is
a response to It Over the next
:  two years, the Delhi govern-
: - ment, through its department

: of art and culture and Delhi

Archives, will join forces with
:  Ambedkar University to con-
: duct 100 interviews of people
- who have seen the clty In
transition since Partition un-
til now The idea is to collect
:  thelr memolrs and recollec-
. tlons and put together a com-
: prehensive record of the
. changing sights, sounds and
. tastes of Delhl, someof which
: may have been lost forever
:  These will be unigue, indivi-

. dual perspectives.
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A CHUNK OF THE PAST: A neighbourhood museum at Shadi
Khampur with items used by people in Delhi in the 1930s and earier

On Monday evening, the
project was officlally laun-
ched at an elaborate program-
me at India International
Centre and a memorandum of
understanding signed betwe-
en Delhi Archives and Ambed-
Kar University Deputy chief
minister Manish Sisodia is be-
leved to be the driving force
behind the project, and evervo-
nepresent there, right from se-
cretary (art and culture) Rin-
ku Dhugea to Delhi Archives
director Ajay Garg, credited
the deputy CM. However, both
Sisodia and chief minister Ar-
vind Kejriwal were conspicuo-
us by thelir absence.

Sisodia was represented
by his cultural advisor Abhi-
nandita Mathur who read
out his statement: “The his-
torical narrative is domina-
ted by the volcesof theruling

class, excluding the experi-
ences of ordinary citizens.
This imbalance leaves a cri-
tical gap that falls to project
the real picture. It is perhaps
for this one-sided historical
perspective that history be-
comes unrelatable to most
people. The story of Delhi is
not just about epic wars and
thefallandriseof kingdoms;
it is also about intimate deta-
ils, the songs, festivals, wed-
dings, the recipes, the busi-
nesses that will come allve
for the younger generation.”

Oral history, already qui-
te a fad abroad, has started
becomingpopular in Indiain
the past few years, especlally
after a large collective effort
to record volces of Partition
victims that spanned not just
India but also Pakistan in re-
cent yvears. That one largely

involved recorded Iintervi-

ews with survivors and eye-
witnesses of that cataclys-
micevent of the 20th century.
This one will also start with
volces of theelderiy

“The first phase of the Ini-
tiative will map senlor citl-
zen's connect with Delhl. The
elderly are a treasure trove of
stories and the custodians of
our history Known for its
composite culture, Delhi's
history will have much to of-
fer to the country Through
common experfences and
shared  histories, people
might realise we have more in
common than what those
wanting to polarise our socle-
ty would want us to belleve. It
is also essential to dissemina-
te oral history as it will help
tackle constant attempts to
manipulate our past to advan-
ce a particular narrative,” S1-
sodia's statement read.

The project will cost Rs
275 lakh. "Ambedkar Univer-
sity will collect and collate the
interviews while we will mo-
nitor the project, select the in-
terviewees and also check the
transcripts,” a source in the
Delhi Archives Informed.

Earlier in the day, a panel
discussion was held on oral
history, which had eminent
historians S Irfan Habib and
SohailHashmi.
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