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I am a Professor at the Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, teaching courses on nationalism 

and writing on independence and partition of India.  

I was interested in looking at partition in a comparative framework, and studying Ireland appeared 

to be most apposite. Ireland and India were former British colonies where the imperial power 

retreated, leaving behind the troubled legacy of a divided nation. While divisions in Ireland were 

along sectarian lines, between Catholics and Protestants, India faced a communal divide between 

Muslims and Hindus. In both cases, the colonial power created and fostered the divide in order to 

rule, and eventually, to divide and quit.  

The SPeCTReSS programme allowed this comparative history project to materialize when I was 

awarded a secondment at the Trinity College, Dublin in the summer of 2016 to pursue my research 

project, Partitions of India and Ireland: Memory and History.  

At Trinity College Dublin, I was affiliated to the Long Room Hub, the Advance Studies Institute, 

headed by Prof. Jane Ohlmeyer, an insightful historian with incredible leadership skills. The Long 

Room Hub was a most intellectually vibrant space under her directorship. Round Tables on Brexit 

on the eve of the elections, consultations on institutional functioning, weekly presentations by 

research scholars and visiting professors, workshops, tea time conversations with fellows which 

could be mind blowing. There was never a dull or empty moment. 

At Trinity Long Room Hub, informal conversations over tea were common. Over one such session, 

a young research scholar at Trinity told me about the practice of keeling, a ritual following upon 

the death of a person, where collective mourning was practised. She came up with this information 

because I had talked about the traditional practice of public mourning in Punjab, India, when 

women would together wail about the death in the family, beat their breasts, etc. I had spoken 

about this in the regular eleven o’clock weekly meetings we had at the Hub. The next day she 

brought a CD of a film in which keeling was portrayed to share with me. This compelled me to 

look closely at my argument about culturally specific ways of remembering and the uniqueness of 

the mourning rituals in India, which, I argued, had not been practiced for the deaths that occurred 



 
 

during partition, and hence there being no closure. How could I make an argument about cultural 

specificity when the practices appeared to be the same in a very different country? 

The SPeCTReSS fellowship gave me the opportunity for fieldwork in Belfast, to conduct an oral 

history interview in Cruit and to visit the University of Brighton to meet Graham Dawson, the 

author of the brilliant book on reparative remembering. 

A highlight of my stay at Trinity was the conference on Ireland and India organized on 23 and 24 

June 2016. My paper at the conference, titled “Memory, History and Narratives of Conflict: 

Partitions, India and Ireland”, in the session on Nationalism was a preliminary presentation of my 

work so far. I explained how I had looked at the South African case, at the Truth and Conciliation 

Commission, but found the focus on reconciliation to be almost an imperative. Then I turned to 

Northern Ireland, and to the Troubles, to look for oral history initiatives one could draw upon for 

developing a perspective for India. Rather than looking at the Irish partition of almost a century 

ago, I felt it would make much more sense from a comparative perspective with India to look at 

the Troubles. In Ireland, with the conclusion of the peace settlement, oral history projects had 

become part of the process of reconciliation. 

The SPeCTReSS secondment at Trinity was followed up by a conference at the University of Sao 

Paolo, Brazil in August 2017 organised by the SPeCTReSS project and the Association for Irish 

Studies in Brazil on Rethinking Cultural Trauma from a Transnational Perspective.  Researchers 

from the project from different countries interacted with experts in Irish Studies and other scholars 

on the theme of trauma and conflict. I presented a paper on “Coming out of Conflict: Oral Histories 

of Partition, India and Ireland”in the panel on Historical continuities and discontinuities.  

The paper presented a perspective on ways to come out of trauma, including confronting the past 

and working out a balance between remembering and forgetting. It raised the issue of whether 

there is any one universally accepted way of memorialization or whether societies remember and 

forget in their own different ways. It questioned the universal applicability of the paradigm of the 

oral histories of the Holocaust. Silence could be a sanctuary and prevailing societal mores could 

favour keeping grief private.  



 
 

I participated in the deliberations of the conference, learning immensely from the presentations 

about different spatial and temporal experiences. The research work in Estonia Croatia and in 

Ireland was particularly interesting, drawing on oral history, memory and representation. In 

particular I would like to mention papers by Ene Koresaar from Tartu University on “Postmemory 

and Cultural Trauma”,  Juergen Barkhoff (Trinity College Dublin)  “From ‘Coming to Terms with 

the Past’ to ‘Memory Culture’. German Memory Politics since World War 2” and Eunan O’Halpin 

(Trinity College Dublin), “A Forgotten Diaspora? Ulster Republican Migrants to Independent 

Ireland after the 1921 Anglo-Irish Treaty.” A presentation that was directly relevant to my research 

was that by Cahal Mc Laughlin (Queens University Belfast) on “Armagh Stories, Voices from the 

Gaol: Prisons Memory Archive.” It tied in with my visit to Belfast, to the jail, to the stories I had 

collected from family members of revolutionaries and jail officials. 

As was appropriate, Jennifer Edmond (Trinity College Dublin), presented an insightful overview 

of the project in her presentation, “Odi et amo: The SPeCTReSS Project and the Paradox of the 

Humanities Today.” 

Along with Profs. Mridula and Aditya Mukherjee, I was one of the original members of the 

SPeCTReSS project from JNU. I would never have thought that the project would go such a long 

way in transforming my understanding of cultural trauma. From a perspective coming from the 

Indian partition and feminist studies which largely drew on the Holocaust, I am now aware of a 

diversity of approaches, both at the ground level of peoples’ experience and in the literature on the 

subject. It has been an enriching experience. 


