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TheSudy of L ocal History: A New Approach

Abstract

The study of local history is not dominated
ORIGINAL ARTICLE by antiquarians who throw together the physical
remains of the past without any attention to using
their collectionsto effect changeinthefuture. This
formof surface history allowshistoriansto develop
a pattern of findings without deep engagement
with local history in a comparative context. WWhat
IS worse, this stereotype of history does not help
us to understand the dynamics of a place. These
historians can take such a narrow view that they
miss the insights that history provides about our
Author future. By missing the opportunity to examine and
interpret findings from historical evidence,
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lives are shaped by particular places and that our
physical location in the world is a major
determinant of how our lives are lived. Local
history is the study of the everyday struggles and
triumphs of ordinary people. Sudying local
subjects allows for in-depth research linking the past to the present, which is done more simply and
with more meaning than studying national, facel ess populations. It allows for a more in-depth study of
the history of our communities and the relationships with the people within them.
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I ntroduction

Now adaysHistory isnolonger achronicleof thekingsand wars. It isnot even regarded asan edifying
branch of literature. Thisisasubject, whichismuch moreinterested in thelife and deeds of common people.
The scope of modern historical writing has broadened so astoincludeall aspectsof socia life. A number of
sciencesand artscome under the historica purview.

The very word History may be used in two broad categories such as- the sum total of man’s achievements
and experiencesaswel | astheinterpretative account of such actionsby ahistorian. Whatever view we adopt,
thefact will remain that each generation hasits own outlook on history and thiswill be governed by the
pressureof current situations. Accordingly its selection and interpretation of occurrences of the past will a'so
differ. Thisisthereason why history isbeing re-written aswell asre-constructed from one generation to
another and each version differsinitscolour and texture from those which preceded and makes otherslikely
tofollowit.
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Asasubject of study History iscompletdly at themercy of itssources. It deal swith the past peopleor
acountry, on the basisonly of thetraces or records. The discovery of such tracesand recordsisitself an
independent and arduous job. These historical sources are nothing but the remains of man’s unique activities
inasociety. Sofar asthe past isconcerned, wehaveto work withwhat evidence has survived. At thesame
time no one can foreseethe changesin therelative importanceand va ue of documentsfor future students.
Anyonewho destroysany but themost trivial recordsof publicaffairsand even of private occurrences, incurs
therisk of obliterating evidence of historical vaue.

However, the authentic history isthe story of human societiesastold by the earnest students of the
subject. For every human being the memory of his(or her) individua experiencesisamatter of primary
importance. Without it he (or she) cannot take any important decision, nor advancein the path of progress.
Heor she cannot even survive without keeping such memory constantly fresh. It isthrough history that man
(orwoman) uses his (or her) accumulated experience. If ‘History” is ill-told or misapplied or misinterpreted,
then it can be dangerous to the society. The word *History’ indicates the past time. On the basis of certain
fundamentd factors, the said past timecan bedivided into severd broad periodsnamely, Pre-Historic, Ancient,
Medieval, Modem and Post Modem etc. But about the specific time span of aso called period, thereisso
many arguments and counter arguments. How far the so called periodic divisionsin the study of history are
correct, nothing can be said with certainty. It isnothings but ageneral consensusamong the historiansand
scholars.

InIndia, thehistorica studiesand researchesbegan with anew outlook during the early period of the
foreignimperia rule. During that time, Indian scholars and researcherswere very much influenced by the
western way of thinking. But it does not mean at all that during the pre-imperia period theageold Indian
culturedid not bear any historiographica out look. By theway, intheyear 1905, the partition of Bengal gave
abigthrust on Indian national movement and undoubtedly it inspired Indian historiansand scholarsto give
more attention to explore the great Indian past, through their valuable researches. Thiscan bemarked asa
new epoch in Indian historiography. In this connection, anumber of bookswere written on the national
history, ontheregiond history andloca history aswell, by Indian scholarshighlighting thegloriouspast. These
books no doubt hel ped to form an overd| nationalistic outlook among the common educated people of Indian
sub-continent, and al so exposed theimperia motivationto rulethe very sub-continent. Although, most of
these bookswere not freefrom certain demerits, like chauvinism and biasness.

Insixty years, after theindependence, Indian historica studiesand researches have been gradually
changing its conventiona way of thinking. But the basi ¢ features of the so- called methodol ogy, namely -
Heuristics, which dealswith theart of search for and thecollection of variouskindsof documents; Criticism,
itisthecritica interpretation or examination of the samedocuments; Synthesis, it indicatesto group the
historica factsand to ascertain their casud genesis, and Exposition, which isthenarration or the presentation
of thehistorical fact; have not yet been changed. Apart from these basic features, there are so many aspects
namely-new outlooks, new attitudes, new typesof arguments, new research areas, constantly evolving aswell
asenrichingtheaforesaid field. Asweall know, the documents namely - remainsand records, arethemain
pivotsto thisstudy. The Remains meansthe skeletal remains and the thingswhich weremade. The Records
arethosemateria swritten or printed that have been madeddiberatdy for the purpose of tranamittinginformation.
These documentsor sources are of two fundamental kinds- primary and secondary. Theworth of aprimary
sourceismeasured by itsopportunitiesfor knowing thetruth. Whereasasecondary sourceisonethat borrows
itsknowledgefrom others.

InIndiaeach district hasaspecific areaand thisareacertainly bearsitsown historical documents (of
thehuman civilization) of thedifferent periodsand theseare of largenumbers. But al these historical documents
are not even accommodated or utilized to writethe history in abroader perspective such asthe national
history or the provincia history or the history of aparticular period. But these bulk amount of documentsare
not inggnificant towritethe history of agpecificlocality, through the ages. Thisisthebasictarget point towrite
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the district oriented history or better to say the ‘Local History’. However it could be remembered that the
study of ‘Local History’ does not indicate or bear any meaning to write a new form of district gazetteer.

In the study of “Local History’, apart from political, socio-economic, religious and cultural data of
different periods, thereare severa other aspects, of aparticular district which areto beincorporated such as-
thefamily history, faresand festival s, environment, art and architecture, social organizationslike-schools,
colleges, librariesand museums, folk art and craft, folk religion, folk tale, folk songs, archaeologica site,
communication system, loca newspapersand periodicas, renowned persondities, historic eventsasrecorded,
florasand faunas, tribal peopleand their cultureetc. But in caseof thefolk-culturerel ated dataor documents
proper scrutiny should be madeto avoid the myths and exaggerations. The special feature of thisparticular
type of study is the formation of a *‘Data Bank’. The local colleges, libraries, museums within a district can be
selected as the prime spot to install the “‘Data Bank’ with the help of historians, trained researchersand 1.T.
professionals. All typesof dataon history and cultural heritage of the different periodswill besystematically
arranged and preserved in the *Data Bank’ for the purpose of writing “Local History’. If it is possible, then a
bulk amount of data in connection with the study of ‘Local History’ may be protected. Another aspect in the
study of ‘Local History’ is application of language to generate the significant thinking among the common
educated people. For this purpose, the vernacular language should be used asthe maintool, apart from the
Englishlanguage.

Eachand every loca culture obvioudy bears some uniquefeaturesand thesefeaturesare quite different
fromthenationa aswell asprovincial features; but it doesnot indicatethat theexistinglocal cultureisout of
themain stream. Inthisparticular type of study, thereisnoroomfor theloca chauvinistic outlook aswell as
any mode of biasness. In India many books on the “Local History” had been written by the ametures in the
pre-independence period. No doubt some sort of nationalistic outlook among the common educated mass
had been generated by these books. But most of these bookswerewritten onthe basis of secondary sources
and myths. Indirectly these bookswereresponsibleto inject the chauvinistic outl ook to the common educated
mass. After the independence, the overall picture did not change. Number of books on the “Local History’,
based on the secondary sources and myths, not pursuing the proper historical methodology namely- heurigtics,
criticism, synthesisand exposition, arebeing written andin futurewill bewritten. InWest Bengal the study of
‘Local History’ bears the same pathetic picture.

Conclusion

It can be said that the study of *Local History’ is not a hypothetical thesis and it not even indicates the
cloistered typeof study. It isthe only way by which the common educated mass can ableto acquirethe exact
knowledge of history of their own land and at the sametime can feel their position in the perspective of
provincial as well as national history. The study of Local History” is a collective effort of the professional
historiansand trai ned researcherswith thesupport of common educated peopleof aparticular district, obvioudy
inthevernacular language. By thisnew type of study, theexact historical knowledge can be generated among
theeducated massfor the sakeof national integrity, whichisvery essential now to our country.
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