
INTRODUCTION TO LOCAL
HISTORY WRITING
COURSE CODE: M21HS01SCc

SELF LEARNING MATERIAL

SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY
The State University for Education, Training and Research in Blended Format, Kerala

Skill Enhancement Course
Postgraduate Programme in History

SG
O
U



SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY

Vision
 
To increase access of  potential learners of  all categories to higher education,  research and training, 
and  ensure equity through delivery of  high quality processes and outcomes fostering inclusive educa-
tional empowerment for social advancement. 

Mission

To be benchmarked as a model for conservation and dissemination of  knowledge and skill 
on blended and virtual mode in education, training and research for normal, continuing, and 
adult learners. 

Pathway
 
Access and Quality define Equity.SG

O
U



SREENARAYANAGURU OPEN UNIVERSITY
The State University for Education, Training and Research in Blended Format, Kerala

Introduction to Local History Writing
Course Code: M21HS01SC

Semester - III

Skill Enhancement Course
Postgraduate Programme in History

Self Learning Material

SG
O
U



Course Code: M21HS01SC
Semester - III

Skill Enhancement Course
Postgraduate Programme in History

INTRODUCTION TO LOCAL
HISTORY WRITING

Academic Committee Scrutiny

Design Control

Cover Design

Co-ordinationDevelopment of the Content

Review and Edit

Linguistics

Dr. M. T. Narayanan                                     
Dr. K. S. Madhvan
Dr. Vijayakumari K.
Muhammedali T.
Dr. C. Haridas
Dr. K. P. Rajesh
Dr. Sri Parvathi
Dr. Muhammed Maheen A.
Dr. Shaji A.
Dr. Deepu J. S.
Dr. E. K. Rajan

Thahani Rezak
Dr. Preethi Chandran P.B.
Dr. Reeja R. 
Zubin Antony Mehar Renold

Azeem Babu T.A.

Jobin J.

Director, MDDC :
Dr. I.G. Shibi
Asst. Director, MDDC : 
Dr. Sajeevkumar G.
Coordinator, Development: 
Dr. Anfal M.
Coordinator, Distribution: 
Dr. Sanitha K.K.

Dr. C. Haridas

Dr. Alex Mathew 

Dr. C. Ajayan

January 2025

© Sreenarayanaguru Open University

Edition

Copyright

Scan this QR Code for reading the SLM 
on a digital device. 

SG
O
U



Dear learner,

I extend my heartfelt greetings and profound enthusiasm as I warmly wel-
come you to Sreenarayanaguru Open University. Established in Septem-
ber 2020 as a state-led endeavour to promote higher education through 
open and distance learning modes, our institution was shaped by the 
guiding principle that access and quality are the cornerstones of equity. 
We have firmly resolved to uphold the highest standards of education, 
setting the benchmark and charting the course.

The courses offered by the Sreenarayanaguru Open University aim to 
strike a quality balance, ensuring students are equipped for both personal 
growth and professional excellence. The University embraces the wide-
ly acclaimed "blended format," a practical framework that harmonious-
ly integrates Self-Learning Materials, Classroom Counseling, and Virtual 
modes, fostering a dynamic and enriching experience for both learners 
and instructors.

The university aims to offer you an engaging and thought-provoking ed-
ucational journey. The PG programme in History is benchmarked with 
similar programmes of other state universities in Kerala. Skill Enhance-
ment Courses occupy the curriculum of the PG programme with a view 
to expose the learner to discipline-specific skills. This is an important step 
of the university to provide new experiences of content of the discipline. 
The curriculum has been designed at par with similar courses of other 
premier institutions imparting skill training. The Self-Learning Material has 
been meticulously crafted, incorporating relevant examples to facilitate 
better comprehension.

Rest assured, the university's student support services will be at your dis-
posal throughout your academic journey, readily available to address any 
concerns or grievances you may encounter. We encourage you to reach 
out to us freely regarding any matter about your academic programme. It 
is our sincere wish that you achieve the utmost success.

Regards, 
Dr.  Jagathy Raj V. P.						      01-01-2025
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2 SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

UNIT
1

 Local History Approaches

Learning Outcomes

Background

After the successful completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ describe what Local history is
	♦ assess the fabric of everyday life as a theme of local history
	♦ analyse community life –including its people, culture, and traditions
	♦ develop a perspective on the cultural diversities of small communities
	♦ appreciate the heritage and identity of people living in specific areas

As a student of history or research scholar on local history, your role involves 
uncovering and interpreting the past within a specific geographical context. 
Local history provides valuable insights into the lives of ordinary people, their 
struggles, and their contributions.

A Locale is the specific place where something happens. It can be a place or 
locality, especially with reference to events or circumstances connected with 
it. It means the geographical area or location of your area of study. The social 
interactions of a local structure and its inhabitants are likely to exhibit local 
behavioural characteristics. The locale is a place to have an emotional meaning 
and relationship with people. 

For over a century, historians have been focusing on national history. However, 
understanding local contexts has come to be accepted as equally important. Local 
history is the study of history in a geographical domain such as a region, a city, 
a town, a village, or a neighbourhood. Local history is the study of how ordinary 
people lived, worked and raised families. It is the study of what used to be where 
and why a street was named in a particular way. It is the study of our roots and 
our ancestors. Three types of historical practice under ‘local history’ include 
‘local history’, ‘oral history’, and ‘microhistory’, all focusing on specific , localised 
areas or communities. They use methodologies from premodern and modern 
historiographies, and challenge dominant historical discourses.
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3SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

Discussion

1.1.1 About What Local History is
Local history is human history. The themes considered 

by a local history research topic are biography, crime, 
economics, failures, gender, innovations, race, relationships, 
triumphs, war, work– all are universal. Broadly local history 
can be classified into six types-political, diplomatic, cultural, 
intellectual, social, and economic history. History, as we all 
know, is the study of events that happened in the past, which 
are particularly related to human life and endeavours. Local 
history or local identification refers to one’s closeness to a 
particular geographical area or community. The ground 
affiliation to a place, its people’s culture and history all 
contribute to the making of what we call local history. People 
maintain a deep affinity with their community and its lived 
experiences. Many factors can contribute to its connectedness 
such as family background, education, experiences etc. It 
insists them to work towards a common goal at the local 
level and meet the challenges together.

Local history contributes to a deeper understanding of the 
past and enables us to connect it with human experiences 
across time and space. The study of local history confines 
to a small geographic area or region.  Local history seeks 
to have a thorough understanding of a fragment of man’s 
life because every human being has a distinct existence of 
his own. The history of a region or nation is the cumulative 
result of individual history, including family and institution. 
Therefore locality is a historical narrative that incorporates 
multiple histories– of people, things and mentalities over 
a living space. Grand narratives or universal histories are 
challenged here and instead, a micro - level investigation 
over small living space is accepted as the unit of study.

People who live in such spaces create their own social 
world, exhausting the natural resources of that particular 
area and developing distinctive ways of life. Local history 

	♦ Community-
centred human 
history

	♦ Connect 
with human 
experiences

Keywords
Micro-history, Community, Oral History, Local Lore, Ethnography, Artefacts, 
Locale, Documentation, Interviews
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4 SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

studies unravel the material and spiritual world of the 
people by using general historical methodology but focuses 
on oral traditions, memory studies, family records, story of 
place names and so on. When the historian investigates local 
history, the most important category of sources like ‘social 
memory’ is tapped. Interrogation of the ‘living memories’ can 
contribute to the understanding of many forgotten persons 
and events. Oral evidence collected from older generations 
help corroborate the memory studies or sources. Systematic 
and scientific questionnaire preparation brings out many 
hidden and unknown linkages not only to local histories but 
to the national or world histories.

A key aspect of local history is the symbiotic relationship 
between local historians and the communities they study. 
Their work helps these communities to develop a stronger 
sense of identity, encouraging them to reconnect with 
their roots and reconstitute their sense of belonging. By 
documenting local traditions, customs, and histories, these 
historians play a significant role in preserving cultural 
heritage that may otherwise be lost. This approach also 
offers communities the tools to see themselves as active 
participants in history, rather than passive subjects of larger 
forces. The value of local history lies in its ability to reframe 
how we think about the past—not as something distant or 
removed but as something shaped by the actions, decisions, 
and experiences of everyday people.

1.1.1.1 Local History—Meaning and Concepts 

Local History is the study of historical events within a 
geographically defined area often centred on a small local 
community. It goes beyond national or global narratives to 
explore the cultural and social aspects of the special locality 
and its community. Local history examines past events, 
people and places within a particular region. It is not merely 
a sealed down version of national history but a unique study 
based on diverse documentary evidence. Local history may 
be documented through oral evidence, oral traditions, stories, 
artefacts, and records. Historic plaques and oral histories are 
common forms of documentation.

In some countries, a broader concept known as ‘Local 
Lore’ is used which encompasses everything retold to a 
specific locality, including history, ethnography, geography 
and natural history. Local History museums collect artefacts 
and individual historic sites contribute depth to the study of 

	♦ Social memory

	♦ Identity of a 
Community

	♦ Understanding 
Local History  SG
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the local area.  You can explore historical subjects through 
maps, animations, and visual representations. Local history 
focuses on a specific place, typically at a small scale—such 
as a county, town, or neighbourhood within a city. It zooms 
in on individuals who often don’t feature in national or 
global narratives. By examining their everyday lives, local 
history sheds light on material structures and environmental 
landscapes that shaped their experiences.

1.1.2 Geo-History and Interdisciplinary Approach
Methodological changes and the influence of other 

disciplines necessitate us to examine the relationship of 
history with other related disciplines. History as a record of 
past events, movements, their causes and inter relationships 
require techniques, concepts and tools of analysis from related 
disciplines to meaningfully document the occurrences and 
events of society being investigated. History accepts various 
approaches of data collection for historical reconstruction as 
this helps corroborate, correct and confirm existing historical 
data.

1.1.2.1  Interdisciplinary Approach- Related Disciplines

Interdisciplinary approach to local history is to yield 
and utilise the findings, insights, hypothesis and other 
analytical tools applied in those disciplines to aid historical 
reconstructions and interpretation. A historian or a scholar 
working on a broader area of research such as the history of 
a nation, draws freely from the findings or conclusions of 
other specialised disciplines. But in local history research, 
the research has to lean on several disciplines, techniques 
and source materials since no single discipline, technique or 
source can give a complete and clear picture of the past.

The idea of the interdisciplinary method helps the scholar 
in the area of interpretation and analysis of data. The 
analytical tools used by ancillary or associated disciplines 
such as theories, concepts and hypotheses shall become 
integral to their standard procedures. Historians usually 
draw from disciplines like Humanities, Social Sciences and 
Natural Sciences.

For research practices in the present day, the claim 
of adherence to any single discipline is deceptive since 
the autonomy of any single discipline is impossible. 
The interdisciplinary approach in history has enabled 
the historians to reach out to new ideas, evidence and 

	♦ Local lore

	♦ Methodological 
changes

	♦ Integrated 
analysis

	♦ Interdisciplinary 
approach 
-enhanced 
interpretationSG
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opportunities. Historians have bountifully collaborated 
with other discipline’s projects which have benefitted both 
sides. Multidisciplinary approach has been found to be of 
immense benefit to scholars working on local history themes. 
This trend has expanded the frontiers of research not only in 
local history but national and global too.                      

Arts and Humanities with disciplines such as Linguistics, 
Philosophy, and Psychology etc.,Social Science disciplines 
such as Economics, Sociology, Political Science and 
Anthropology etc., Biological Sciences with disciplines like 
Palaeontology come to the service of studies in history, while 
Ecology is to be seen as the inspiration for explorations into 
Environmental history. Physical Sciences with disciplines 
such as Archaeology, Geography and Geology would go a 
long way to help the historian ground his observations on 
the material substratum. While local history shares common 
sources with genealogy, it goes beyond family trees.  It 
explores individuals as part of a community, emphasising the 
significance, range, scope and resource base of a particular 
place.

A Historian writing on family or intellectual history takes 
a cue from Psychology.  If he or she is writing the prehistory, 
approach Archaeology. Similarly Political history of the 
locality naturally seeks help from Political Science, Economic 
history from the discipline of Economics, Genetics from the 
study of Palaeontology and so on.

1.1.2.2 Geo History

Geo history refers to the analysis of a country’s history and 
current state based on verifiable facts on the ground. It relies 
heavily on geography and statistics to produce practical and 
pragmatic insights. In essence, it examines how geographic 
phenomena have changed over time, considering elements 
such as continents, oceans, atmosphere, and biosphere. This 
interdisciplinary field shares similarities with history, 
anthropology, ecology, and emphasises the dynamic 
relationship between space and time. 

Geo historical studies bridge historical and geographic 
research. They explore how places evolve over time and the 
impact of historical events on local landscapes. Geo historical 
research emphasises the significance of studying specific 
locales, uncovering hidden stories, and understanding the 
interplay between history and Local narratives. Geo history 

	♦  Interdisciplinary 
benefits                    

	♦ Four major 
feeders of 
systematic 
studies 

	♦ Cross-
Disciplinary 
methods

	♦ Geographical 
analysis of 
historical 
dynamics SG
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complements written records by providing a visual narrative. 
Maps, aerial photos, and GIS (Geographic Information 
System) help reconstruct the past. Researchers can explore 
questions like: How did transportation networks change? 
Where were key landmarks located?

Understanding the built environment, including historic 
buildings and parks, is crucial in connecting us to our roots. 
It fosters a sense of place-based identity. Geo history helps 
to appreciate the heritage of  communities and advocate 
for their preservation. It enriches local history by weaving 
together time, space, and human experiences.

1.1.3 Total History and Longue Duree 
Above cited discussion on interdisciplinary history has 

brought out the nature of the content of local historical 
studies. Now we have to examine the time frame or 
chronology of the local historical studies. Early decades of 
the 20th century, historians and sociologists from France 
and Germany thought about the nature of history which 
was dominated by political history and military campaigns.

A different methodological approach in the writing of 
history can be seen in France with the establishment of 
Annales school. It was established by Lucien Febvre and 
Marc Bloch. They started a journal called Annales: d’histoire 
économique et sociale in 1929. They promoted a new form of 
history or ‘New History’. The second generation historian, 
Fernand Braudel initiated the study of the lives of ordinary 
people replacing political, military and diplomatic history.

1.1.3.1 Total History

Fernand Braudel delved deep into the climate, geography, 
commerce, technology, transportation and communication 
along with social groups and mentalities. This approach to 
history is generally called ‘total history’. Space, time, and man 
were the three ruling abstractions in Braudel’s conception of 
history. To him, man turned out to be little other than the 
vehicle for the long standing repetitive interactions between 
space and time. Braudel fixes the geographical milieu as the 
agent which transforms itself behind all of human history.

Total history is also focused on village life, localities 
and regions. Braudel shifted his conventional approach to 
an examination of the ‘complex totality’ of the region. His 
famous work The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World 

	♦ Geo historical 
inquiry

	♦ Community 
identity

	♦ Chronological  
shift

	♦ Annales School

	♦ Fernand 
Braudel’s 
approach to 
history
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in the Age of Philip II delineate on the transformation of the 
Mediterranean world. This new form of history has acquired 
global acceptance and replaced leaders with the lives of 
ordinary people. The Annales school challenged the Marxists 
and the Structuralists of the Social Sciences. They did not 
agree with the reductionism of these methods of historical 
writing. The aim of total history was to bring out micro 
studies of villages and regions. They used quantification 
methods to understand the process of village life.

1.1.3.2  Longue Duree                                                               

Braudel’s great contribution was his three tiered view of 
historical time. First one is a very long, immobile environmental 
time. This is called the Longue Duree. The second type of 
historical time is medium time. Medium time investigates the 
processes of economies, societies and cultures. The last one 
is the short time. The short  time according to the Annales 
is the subject of ‘histoire événementielle’, indicative of discrete 
events. Therefore, human experience is recorded in three 
historical times, with different speed, ups and delays along 
with physical and mental traces.   Fernand Braudel’s work 
Civilization and Capitalism, 15th-18th Century consists of 
three volumes, each focusing on different aspects of economic 
and social life. The first volume explores ‘the Structures 
of Everyday Life’ (foundational aspects of everyday life), 
the second explores the ‘ Wheels of Commerce’ (economic 
networks), and the third explores ‘ the Perspective of the 
World’ (focusing on longue duree). This work incorporated 
studies on geography, sociology, economics along with the 
evolution of European and World economy. 

 Braudel emphasised the concept of longue durée, viewing 
history through the lens of long-term, enduring structures 
rather than short-term events, and highlighting the deep 
connections between social structures, biological forces, 
and the environment in shaping historical outcomes. He 
believed the true substance of history lies in these persistent, 
foundational elements of life. He calls upon historians to 
penetrate beneath the surface of political events to uncover 
and measure the forces shaping collective existence. Cycles 
of production, wages and prices, grids of communication 
and trade fluctuations, climatic conditions, demographic 
trends and popular beliefs, all these phenomena are proper 
subject of the historians investigation. He argued that only 
through the study of the longue duree that one can discern 
structures that support and obstacles the limits of man and 

	♦ Complex totality
	♦ Shifted focus 

from leaders to 
ordinary lives

	♦ Structural history
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his experiences.

1.1.4 Methodological Discussions in Kerala- 
K.N. Panikkar and K.N. Ganesh 

Local history constructs the locality by referring to common 
ancestry, common culture, kinship relations and religious 
and cultural achievements. The writing of local histories 
is largely influenced by Western methods of research and 
writing. Local history research in Kerala accepts the Western 
conception and methods but their content and narrative 
technique are based on local traditions. Carol Kammen in 
her On Doing Local History suggests a new methodology for 
research on local communities and promotes professional 
historical practice. According to Kammen, local history is 
the study of past events or of people or groups in a given 
geographic area. This study is based on a wide variety of 
documentary evidence and placed in a comparative context 
which should be both regional and national. Local and micro-
history writings of modern Kerala explore socio-spatial 
relations, hierarchisation processes related to casteism 
during colonial period, and the socio-religious movements 
of that period.

1.1.4.1 K.N. Panikkar

K. N. Panikkar’s writings on Kerala’s history and culture, 
focus on the implications of colonial modernity and its 
impact on Kerala society.  K. N Panikkar has authored several 
monographs and articles on various topics, particularly 
socio-political history. His important works include Against 
Lord and State (1989); Culture and Conscience in Modern India; 
Culture Ideology and Hegemony (1995); Contemporary Indian 
Culture and Politics (2002); Interrogating Colonial Modernity 
(2002) and  he edited several works of history. 

Panikkar was of the opinion that rewriting history is a 
continuous process. He has accepted Marxist methodology 
and strongly criticised communal history. He urged young 
historians to question the marginalisation of the oppressed 
in the history of the country. He asked the young historians 
or researchers to challenge colonial history and inspired 
the inquiring minds to listen to the voice of the voiceless 
or unheard voices in history. He was  of the opinion that 
there was a cultural resistance against the British which was 
suppressed by the dominant groups. This cultural resistance 
had refused to accept the British norms. Panikkar was of 

	♦ Local 
Historiography

	♦ Important works 
of K. N. Panikkar

	♦ Rewriting History: 
Marginalised 
Voices
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10 SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

the opinion that there were many resistance movements 
by different social groups against colonial rule which are 
unheard and unrecorded. We need to recover those voices 
of Indians and bring out the history of the oppressed or 
voiceless. He stressed that history of Kerala was not yet 
written scientifically and the need of the hour is to initiate 
debate on restructuring exercises of Indian history. The 
importance of studying history lies in rewriting the past to 
the correct perception of the present.

Essays on the History and Society of Kerala contains a 
selection of K. N. Panikkar’s writings on Kerala history 
and culture. These essays explore themes such as changes 
in agrarian relations, family structure, resistance against 
colonialism, and literature as a social and political narrative. 
The overarching concern is the implication of colonial 
modernity and its impact on Kerala society.

1.14.2. K.N. Ganesh and Micro Historical Approach 	

K.N. Ganesh is known for his micro historical studies 
that focus on small scale community level events and 
processes. This approach has provided a more detailed and 
nuanced understanding of local histories often overlooked 
in broader historical narratives. His emphasis on field work 
and conducting interviews with local residents has enriched 
the coordinative aspects of historical research bringing 
forth personal narratives and experiences that are crucial 
for understanding the socio-cultural fabric of a locality. 
Ganesh’s work often interacts with various disciplines such 
as Anthropology, Sociology, Political Science etc., which has 
broadened the scope of local history research in Kerala. One 
of his notable contributions to the micro historical study is 
on Tirurangadi, as a part of the Kerala Research Program for 
Local Development.

 K. N. Ganesh, who is associated with KCHR as its 
Chairperson,  emphasises the importance of local history 
analysis due to its focus on small units. KCHR supports local 
history research and conservation through initiatives such 
as local history writing and mapping, archives of Malayali 
family histories and biographies, and academic assistance 
for family history research and biography writing. These 
initiatives aim to preserve and preserve the cultural heritage 
of villages, panchayats, and institutions.  

	♦ Writings on Kerala 
history and culture 

	♦ Micro historical 
narratives

	♦ Role of KCHR 
in local history 
conservation
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Local history approaches have emerged as a crucial method for understanding 
the lives and experiences of ordinary people and communities often neglected 
by mainstream historiography. Unlike grand historical narratives that focus 
on significant events, leaders, or large-scale societal shifts, local history directs 
attention to the intimate, everyday experiences of smaller groups and regions. 
These local histories delve into the lives of the ordinary citizens whose contributions 
to society are frequently overshadowed in broader historical accounts. By doing 
so, local historians rejuvenate and reorient the practice of history, broadening its 
scope and including interests and sources traditionally overlooked. One of the 
most vital aspects of local history is its ability to cross the boundaries between 
different historical periods and between literate and pre-literate societies. Oral 
history, for example, bridges these gaps by capturing the stories of people whose 
voices were not recorded in written documents, offering a fuller and more 
inclusive picture of the past.

Micro history, a branch of historical analysis, focuses on the smallest units of 
analysis, such as individuals or small groups. Emerging in the 1970s and 1980s, 
it argues that the most accurate understanding of the past can only be achieved 
at the micro-level. Micro historians argue that examining the lives of individuals, 
households, or small communities reveals the complexity and richness of historical 
experience in ways that broad narratives cannot. Micro history distinguishes itself 
by its methodical focus on the minutiae of everyday life.

Local and micro histories use diverse sources like oral traditions, memory 
studies, family records, and place names to tell their stories. These marginalised 
sources provide valuable insights into lived experiences in a specific place. The 
interdisciplinary nature of these approaches enhances their richness, incorporating 
insights from Anthropology, Sociology, and Geography to create comprehensive 
histories. By using various methods and sources, local historians create a nuanced 
and inclusive account of the past, highlighting the complexity and diversity of 
human experiences.

Conceptually, local history has been shaped by broader intellectual movements 
within the field of historiography. The idea of “total history” and the work of the 
Annales School, particularly that of historian Fernand Braudel, have influenced 
the development of local history. Braudel’s concept of “longue durée,” which 
emphasises the long-term structures that shape historical development, has been 
especially impactful. In contrast to the traditional focus on political events and 
individual actors, the Annales School advocated for a more holistic approach 
that considers economic, social, and environmental factors over long periods. 
Local history, in many ways, mirrors this approach by emphasising continuity 
and change at the community level. In Kerala, for instance, historians like K.N. 
Panikkar and K.N. Ganesh has contributed significantly to local historical studies, 

Summarised Overview
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12 SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

highlighting the unique experiences of Kerala’s diverse communities within a 
broader historical context. Their work exemplifies how local history can be both 
deeply rooted in a specific place and connected to larger historical currents.

1.	 Explain the concept of ‘Local Lore.’ How does it expand the scope of 
local history writing?

2.	 Discuss the role of oral traditions and social memory in local history 
research. 

3.	 What are the points of similarities and differences between micro                
history and local and other histories?

4.	 Define the geo historical approach as a multi and interdisciplinary 
method that combines techniques from geography, history and natural 
sciences. Explain how Geo history informs our understanding of the 
environment and landscape. 

5.	 Examine the complementary role of disciplines that contribute to           
studying and writing local history. 

6.	 Discuss the micro-historical approach. How does it differ from broader 
historical narratives?

7.	 Compare and contrast the approaches of local history and total history 
in historical research.

Assignments

Reference

1.	 Foley, John Miles, The Theory of Oral Composition: History and                       
Methodology, Indiana University Press, 1988.

2.	 Hobsbawm, Eric, “On History from Below,” On History, Weidenfeld & 
Nicolson, 1997.

3.	 Radzilowski, John, “Local History,” Encyclopaedia of Historians and           
Historical Writing, edited by Kelly Boyd, vol. 2, Fitzroy Dearborn          
Publishers, 1999.
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Suggested Reading

1.	 Burke, Peter, French Historical Revolution, Polity Press, 2015.
2.	 Harneit-Sievers, Axel, (ed.), A Place in the World: New Local                                                     

Historiographies from Africa and South Asia, Leiden, Brill, 2002.
3.	 Kammen, Carol, On Doing Local History, Rowman & Littlefield, 2003.
4.	 Vansina, Jan, Oral Tradition as History, James Currey, 1985.

Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Familiarising Models

Learning Outcomes

Background

After the successful completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ learn about the historical context of events and significant figures specific 
to their locality

	♦ gather Oral history sources, use library resources and understand local 
culture

	♦ learn skills by studying the global models and approaches
	♦ develop skills in collecting, documenting and analysing oral history                

sources
	♦ appreciate and internalise various models of local, regional, and micro      

history

After having examined the meaning and scope of local history let us look at 
some of the most prominent models on Micro and Local histories. Understanding 
local history models is important since they have greatly impacted historical 
research and community awareness. In order to follow the best models available 
both nationally and internationally, a researcher has to contextualise it. Some 
selected models are given hereunder for familiarising it. First requirement is to 
analyse their purpose, significance, and how they contribute to our understanding 
of specific places and communities. Identify and describe some well-known local 
history models. You can categorise them based on themes (e.g., social, cultural, 
economic) or approaches (e.g., oral history, archival research). Discuss their 
strengths, limitations, and relevance in different contexts and accept any one or 
more models that suit your area of research. Based on the application of such 
models by historians and their approach to local history studies of different 
schools of thought and their contributions, you can consider which suits you 
most appropriately. 

UNIT
2
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Keywords
Micro History, Annales School, Contextualization, Synthesis, Eco History, Geo 
History, History From Below, Oral History, Memorate, Paradigm

1.2.1 Marc Bloch-French Rural History
French Rural History: An Essay on Its Basic Characteristics was 

first published in Britain in 1966. The study of French Rural 
History was initially taught as lectures in Oslo in 1929.  These 
lectures discussed the basic characteristics of French agrarian 
history’. Marc Bloch was a French historian and founding 
member of Annales School. This is a rich and evocative study 
of France’s diverse field pattern and  study of agricultural 
organisation in France from the early medieval period to the 
French Revolution. He discusses agricultural techniques such 
as the development of ploughs and the changing nature of 
social and legal norms and customs, drawing on disciplines of 
agronomy, cartography, economics etc. Marc Bloch analyses 
the issue in all its complexity and treats them practically. This 
work has been celebrated as a work of historical sociology.

Marc Bloch studied various languages, archaeology, 
agronomy, cartography, philology, folklore, aerial 
photography, apart from economics and geography. He 
applied concepts from anthropology, social psychology and 
sociology and analysed the phenomena which produced 
collective beliefs, attitudes and behaviour. He wanted to 
investigate fundamental problems of French agrarian history 
and place them in ‘true’ perspective. He was convinced that 
the traditional method of ‘armchair historians’ could no longer 
be discussed in legal and institutional terms. He wanted 
to discuss the rural mentality, the daily routine of farming, 
the smells of the hey, manure and pigs. In fact Marc Bloch 
tried to unite the historical perspective, local knowledge and 
experience. The study of French Rural History helped him to 
synthesise medieval feudal society. Marc Bloch proved that 
rural history and life are inseparable and that the supreme 
value of both is a man’s supreme sacrifice.

	♦ Marc Bloch’s 
analysis on 
French agrarian 
history

	♦ Marc Bloch’s 
interdisciplinary 
approach

Discussion
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1.2.2 Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie- The Peasants of 
Languedoc and  Montaillou

The Peasants of Languedoc is a study of the Mediterranean 
region and focuses on the peasants of Languedoc. It’s a 
model that studies changes for more than two centuries. 
It envisages geography of the region, including climatic 
conditions. This work is called ‘Eco history’ while Fernand 
Braudel prefers to call his work ‘Geo history’. The central 
concern of the book  “is with the relation between social 
groups and their physical environment’’. Ladurie  places 
emphasis on demography and this model is comparable 
with Malthus and Ricardo, according to Peter Burke. This 
work also touches upon social anthropology, the real motor 
of social change, the population.

Ladurie’s story of the Languedoc focuses on the great 
agrarian cycle lasting from the end of the 15th century to the 
beginning of the 18th century. He deals with different places of 
population expansion, population explosion, land clearance, 
the subdivision of farms, price rise etc. The 18th century 
was characterised by a socio-economic reversal, primarily 
achieved in the 15th century, characterised by increased 
agricultural productivity and social change. However, this 
period was marked by a subsistence economy, exacerbated 
by famine, plague, and rentier issues. Therefore, the region 
functions as a homeostatic ecosystem. Ladurie examines 
the model of change of culture. He explains the reasons for 
the breakup of the system was not due to socio - economic 
factors only, but cultural too. He uses the term cultural in the 
sense that “the customs, the way of life, and the mentalities 
of a people”. He also discusses various historical events 
like social protests, rural crisis due to taxation, growth of 
rich people at the expense of the poor, all such processes 
necessitated the restructuring of the society. 

Ladurie in this model emphasises the importance of 
growth or decline in population as a factor of social change. 
Marxist historians criticised the work for the lack of class 
conflict in the societies but they accepted the change in 
demographic structure influencing social changes.

1.2.2.1 Montaillou

Montaillou is another outstanding work published in 1975 
subtitled “The Promised Land of Error” and “Cathars and 
Catholics in a French Village”. This work examines the lives 

	♦ Ecohistory of 
Languedoc

	♦ Languedoc 
agrarian cycle 
and socio-
economic change

	♦ Demographic 
impact on social 
change SG
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and beliefs of the population of Montaillou, a small village 
in the Pyrenees with only 250 inhabitants at the beginning 
of the 14th century. This work bases its study entirely on 
the Fournier Register, a set of records from the Inquisition 
which investigated and attempted to suppress the spread of 
Catharism in the Ariege region from 1318 to 1325. It has two 
parts, the physical world and the mentalite of the inhabitants 
of Montaillou. This work is considered as ‘history from 
below’. The primary sources used to write are the Inquisition 
records and oral historical evidence. This is unusual because 
it uses only a single source for writing history (The Inquisition 
Register). This work opened up a new trend called ‘micro 
history.’

1.2.3 Oral Histories and Oral Traditions: 
Voice of the Past-Paul Thompson
 1.2.3.1 Oral History 

Any investigation or inquiry into local history invariably 
depends on oral history and traditions as primary source 
material. This is because of the nature of documentary 
evidence in archives or repositories which constitute the by-
product of administration or power centre. This generally 
pertains to the decisions above and is very limited in scope 
for local history. Hence a researcher has to depend on oral 
history evidence for inquiry or research in local history or 
history from below. The decisions at the lower level are 
generally unrecorded or oral in nature and hence limited in 
recorded form. Therefore the voice of the local or the voiceless 
can be recreated only through oral format.

Oral history can be defined as the recording, preservation 
and interpretation of historical information based on the 
personal experiences and opinions of the speaker. It can 
be eyewitness evidence about the past which includes 
folklore, myths, songs and stories passed down over the 
years by word of mouth. It involves interviewing the older 
and even younger generations to take out the knowledge 
of the past. Oral history is useful for capturing stories from 
minority groups or small communities that will not be often 
represented in more formal histories. 

Oral literature is the verbal form of literature that 
precedes the written form and which was passed on from 
one person to another. Oral literature contains folk tales, 
ballads, dance, myths, etc. Oral literature is the repository of 

	♦ Social dynamics 
of Montaillou

	♦ Micro history

	♦ Oral evidence

	♦ Personal 
histories

	♦ Verbal tradition
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artistic expression in society and is a channel to find balance, 
harmony and beauty in the world. 

1.2.3.2 Oral Tradition 

Oral tradition is the act of presenting stories, wisdom 
and history of a culture by oral means. Oral literature can 
entertain a person or pass a culture’s history. It includes 
legends, myths, folktales and memorates. A memorate is 
an account of a personal experience such as a ghost story or 
expression of the spirit in a human being. Tradition refers 
to a collection of interconnected ideas, with the unifying 
one being the tradition itself. This includes beliefs, objects 
or customs performed or believed in the past, transmitted 
through time from one generation to another.

Oral tradition helps historians with a more realistic 
reconstruction of the past. Oral history sources allow the 
original, multiplicity of standpoints to be recreated. The 
social purpose of history demands an understanding of the 
past which relates directly or indirectly to the present. The 
nature of most existing records is to reflect the standpoint of 
the authority. But oral history and tradition help historical 
reconstruction to make a much fairer trial possible, witnesses 
can be called from  the unprivileged and the defeated. It 
provides a more realistic and fair reconstruction of the past, 
a challenge to the established account. 

The interviews or oral history helps to develop local 
history reconstruction, and develop a much fuller history 
of the family, domestic service, and motherhood among 
women, broadening the scope of studying the history of 
women. It opened up new areas of inquiry, challenging 
some of the assumptions, recognising some groups hitherto 
ignored or underprivileged. Thus a cumulative process of 
transformation is set in motion. The scope of historical writing 
itself is enlarged and enriched. Overall, history empowers a 
community’s confidence to write its history.

1.2.3.3 Paul Thompson-Voice of the Past

Paul Thompson’s work is a pioneer in oral history. 
Thompson argued that oral evidence can reshape the 
understanding of the past. The oral history methodology has 
been used by other disciplines as well. The social purpose 
of scholarly interviewing is developed by Thompson and 
showed that it should provide an understanding that leads 

	♦ Cultural 
transmission

	♦  A more inclusive 
and nuanced view 
of the past

	♦ Broadened scope 
of history writingSG
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to action and helps change the world. Many universities 
in Europe and America have taken up oral history projects 
and interviewed a cross section of survivors. This trend was 
followed by other countries and in India too. Bipan Chandra 
used extensive interviews among a cross section of the 
people who survived the independence struggles to recast 
the story of India’s struggle for freedom. Similarly KCHR 
had oral history projects and many universities across India 
are working on such projects, particularly at a time when it 
is technologically feasible to record and digitise the evidence.

The essence of oral history is to record those in the present, 
asking them to remember and reflect on the past. Successful 
interviewing requires a multitude of skills from conducting 
advanced research to mastering the equipment, setting the 
right environment demonstrating an empathy that fosters 
trust and candor.  Ethical considerations must be taken into 
account when conducting interviews to avoid any harm to 
interviewees during or after the interview.‘The Voice of the 
Past’ allows the researchers to create a ‘true’ picture of the 
past by documenting the lives and feelings of all kinds of 
people and that its value has been neglected by conventional 
historians. Paul Thompson argues that the effect of collecting 
overall evidence can bind together communities and promote 
contact between generations. The development of oral history 
is traced through its past and into the future, demonstrating 
how it can be evaluated alongside the traditional sources of 
history to construct a more democratic record of the past.

Paul Thompson in his work said that “all history depends 
ultimately upon its social purpose.” This is why in the past it 
has been handed down by oral tradition and written chronicles. 
Through history, ordinary people seek to understand the 
upheavals and changes which they experience in their own 
lives, wars, and social transformation like the changing 
position of youth, technological changes like the end of steam 
power or personal migration to a new community. Family 
history provides a strong sense of long lifespan. Through 
local history, each village or town seeks meaning for its 
changing character, allowing newcomers to gain a sense of 
roots through personal historical knowledge. The challenge 
of oral history is its groundlessness. But use of interviews 
as a source by professional historians is longstanding and 
perfectly compatible with scholarly standards. Oral history 
is not necessarily an instrument for change but it depends 
upon the spirit in which it is used. Nevertheless oral history 

	♦ Pioneering oral 
history

	♦ Redefining 
historical 
narratives

	♦ Essence of oral 
history

	♦ Social purpose 
of history SG
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certainly can be a means for transforming both the content 
and the purpose of history. 

The documents in traditional history are a product of 
the power structure and what services are desirable for ‘the 
powers that be’. The more personal, local and unofficial 
the document, the less likely it was to survive. The power 
structures work as a great recording machine shaping ‘the 
past in its own image’. In this context ,oral history provides a 
source quite similar in character to published autobiography 
but much wider in scope. 

Even though the scope of oral history is increasing, users 
of oral sources concede that there are certain problems 
involved in it. Eric Hobsbawm states that most oral history 
today is personal memory which is a remarkably slippery 
medium for preserving facts. It is true that oral history has 
now acquired an independent status so far as it is no longer 
a recording activity but a historiographical practice in its 
own right. It succeeds in those areas and situations which 
the conventional history has either ignored or where it has 
failed. Jan Vansina stated “Where there is no writing or 
almost none oral traditions must bear the brunt of historical 
reconstruction.” 

1.2.4 Micro History 
Micro history focuses on small units of study, such as 

specific events, communities, individuals, or settlements. 
Unlike simple case studies, micro history aims to ask 
“large questions in small places” by examining intricate 
details. Popularised in Italy during the 1970s, micro history 
emerged as a response to perceived limitations in existing 
historiographical methods.

Micro history has a curious relationship with local history 
and oral history. It resembles local history as its subject matter 
is often confined to a locality. Moreover its sources are local 
in origin and nature. The oral sources, folk tales and legends 
and local records which are the  staple of local history are also 
used extensively by the micro historians. The micro historians 
are critical of not only the Rankean paradigm but also the 
macro historical paradigms developed by Marxist School, 
the Annales School and even the old social history. The micro 
historians define their historic practice against the approach 
of analytical social science, Meta history of Marxism and the 
non-human grand theory of the Annales school particularly 
Braudel. Micro history took the history away from its focus 

	♦ Power structure 
influenced oral 
history

	♦ Oral history’s 
challenges and 
significance

	♦ Detailed 
contextualisation

	♦ Micro history 
focused on 
localism
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on big structures, large processes and huge comparisons. It 
concentrated on the small units in society. It was critical of 
the large quantitative studies and macro level discourses. It 
focuses on the small units and on the lives of the individuals 
living within those units. 

Pioneers like Giovanni Levi and Carlo Ginzburg explored 
this approach, emphasising the significance of small-scale 
investigation. Micro historians zoom in on local contexts, 
challenging broad generalisations made by social sciences. 
Often focusing on “little people,” micro history sheds light 
on marginalised voices and heretics. Micro history attempts 
to focus on lacunae and gaps in historical accounts, exploring 
how these intersect.

1.2.4.1 Carlo Ginzburg

Carlo  Ginzburg is an Italian historian and a proponent 
of micro history. His masterpiece The Cheese and the Worms: 
The Cosmos of a Seventeenth Century Miller was first published 
in 1976. The book tells the story of an obscure Miller named 
Menocchio. The story of Menocchio emerged from the 
Inquisitorial documents housed in the archives of the Curia 
Archives of Italy. The two trial transcripts for Menocchio’s 
case dated 1584 and 1599 tell the story of an ordinary 
and ‘well liked man’ by contemporary standards with 
extraordinary ideas about religion and cosmos. The accounts 
of witnesses, neighbours and contemporaries of Menocchio 
as well as his own testimony reveal a puzzling and obscure 
worldview set against the backdrop of two events that helped 
shape the modern world, the printing revolution and the 
Reformation. Ginzburg argues that the printed book caused 
internal conflict within Menocchio, and his traditional rural 
culture enabled him to articulate his ideas and beliefs. The 
Reformation gave him the courage to express his feelings. 
The testimony reveals that Menocchio often spoke freely 
throughout the small Italian hill town of Mondrian voicing 
his thoughts and opinions about the church and espousing 
his religious beliefs to the townspeople.

Ginzburg asserts that Menocchio gained this unique 
worldview from a mixture of oral culture and themes 
related to contemporary heretical groups with humanistic 
backgrounds, although the origins of Menocchio’s beliefs are 
often difficult to discern. Ginzburg considers that they may 
be influenced by various 16th-century literary texts.

	♦ Microhistorical 
approach

	♦ Microhistory of 
Menocchio

	♦ Menocchio’s 
diverse influences
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In Cheese and The Worms, the simultaneous exceptionality 
and accessibility of Menocchio are unique in many ways. He 
was a peasant who could read, he had ideas and beliefs that 
were complex and often indicative of the educated class. He 
used different languages to communicate with his fellow 
peasants and court members. Even though Menocchio was 
exceptional, his reason for being so, his challenge to authority 
and his unique interpretations of oral tradition combined 
with written text were exceptional. Ginzburg explains 
that something resonates with both his contemporaries 
and modern readers. Menocchio gains the attention of the 
inquisition because his beliefs are extraordinary but his 
challenge to authority is more universal and consequently 
more dangerous in the eyes of the inquisition. 

1.2.4.2 The Cheese and The Worms

 The Cheese and The Worms is an incisive study of popular 
culture. This story takes place in the 16th century. The theme 
is projected through the eyes of a Miller named Menocchio. 
Menocchio was accused of heresy. He was tried by the 
inquisition court and sentenced to death. Carlo Ginzburg 
adopted the title The Cheese and the Worms because it 
has similarities to biblical chaos. He uses the inquisition 
trial records and illustrates the religious and social life of 
Menocchio’s times. 

Menocchio was an ordinary man but astonishingly literate 
as he made references to more than a dozen books in his 
trial testimony. He made references to the Bible, Boccachio’s 
DeCameron Mandeville’s Travels and a mysterious book 
which might be the Quran. He said “all was chaos, that is 
earth, air, water and fire were mixed together and out of that 
bulk mass was formed the universe just as cheese is made 
out of milk and worms appeared in it, and those were the 
angels’’. 

This work has been considered as an analytic, case-oriented 
approach known as micro history. Menocchio challenges the 
authority of the medieval times, though he was an ordinary 
soul at a time when church was the dominating institution. 
It focuses on how oral and written culture are inextricably 
linked. This work depicts the clash between popular culture 
and official religious doctrines during the 16th century. It 
explores the life and the belief system of the 16th century.

Menocchio was twice tried by the Roman inquisition. 

	♦ Menocchio’s 
Paradox

	♦ Heretical vision

	♦ Unconventional 
literate

	♦ Analytic and 
case-oriented 
approach
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These trials were documented. Through the case records, 
it reveals that Menocchio challenged the belief that God 
created the world and instead argued that it originated from 
primordial chaos much like the cheese. The worms in the 
cheese are analogous to angels, humans and other creatures 
that spontaneously arose from the chaotic matter.

Menocchio was the debator in his community discussing 
unusual cosmology and critiquing the Catholic Church. 
He said the Church’s rules are contrary to Jesus’ teaching, 
fostering inequality rather than focusing on poverty and 
simplicity. This attitude of Menocchio and the collisions 
with the local priests led to his first trial in 1584. In this 
trial he presented his metaphor of ‘the cheese and the 
worms’, the cosmos vision. He was spared on promises 
to embrace orthodox Catholicism. His second trial was in 
1599. The inquisition’s intolerance for dissent, the Protestant 
Reformation, his ideas of cosmos, leaving him with obscure 
defenses. He was found guilty and was executed in 1600.

His ideas of faith and egalitarian society were considered 
a threat to the powers of the time. In his work, Ginzburg 
gives us a fascinating account of the complex interplay of 
culture, religion, and social norms in rural Europe during late 
Middle Ages. It presents a common man with an unusual or 
uncommon worldview refuting the assumption that complex 
theological considerations were limited to the elite. His life 
is an example of an enduring human spirit of curiosity and 
critical thought. It underscores the potential dangers met by 
individuals who dared to question established norms. Yet 
it celebrates the power of individuals to interpret and make 
sense of the world around them in distinctive ways.

	♦ Menocchio’s 
heresy

	♦ Menocchio’s trial 
and execution

	♦ Challenging 
norms
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Familiarising oneself with various historical models is a critical aspect of 
studying local and micro history. Historians from different schools of thought use 
a variety of models, such as agrarian histories and oral traditions, to contextualise 
local history within larger historical frameworks. This approach enriches 
their understanding of social, economic, and cultural dynamics in a region. 
By examining specific approaches or themes, historians can create nuanced, 
multidimensional accounts of the past, revealing complex interactions between 
individuals, communities, and larger historical forces. This broadens the scope of 
historical inquiry and empowers scholars to ask new questions, contributing to 
the evolution of historiography.

Marc Bloch, a French historian and founder of the Annales School, revolutionized 
historical research by focusing on French Rural History, shifting the focus from 
political elites to peasants. His methodology emphasized economic and social 
history over traditional political narratives, allowing historians to understand 
rural communities and their interactions with broader social and economic 
trends. This approach allows historians to situate local histories within larger 
economic and environmental change frameworks, emphasising the importance of 
understanding long-term historical processes. Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie’s works, 
The Peasants of Languedoc and  Montaillou, are renowned for their microhistorical 
and regional historical studies, focusing on the lives of ordinary people through 
intensive examination of small communities. Ladurie’s work demonstrates how 
local histories can inform our understanding of larger historical phenomena.

Oral tradition and oral history are essential in rewriting regional and local 
histories, particularly for communities that have been overlooked or marginalized 
in written records. Paul Thompson’s work, The Voice of the Past, developed 
methodologies for collecting and using oral evidence in historical research, 
providing a more authentic picture of the past. Documenting the lives and 
feelings of ordinary people can bring back the “voices of the voiceless” and offer 
a more inclusive account of history. Micro history, popularised in Italy during 
the 1970s and 1980s, focuses on specific events or individuals, offering insights 
into the intellectual life of ordinary people during the Renaissance. This approach 
demonstrates the power of microhistory in revealing broader historical themes.

Through the exploration of these various models—agrarian history, oral history, 
and microhistory—historians can approach local histories with a greater sense of 
depth and complexity. These models provide a deeper and more comprehensive 
understanding of the past, considering the lived experiences of ordinary people, 
community dynamics, and long-term social processes. As local and micro histories 
evolve, these models will remain crucial tools for uncovering hidden aspects of 
the past and providing new perspectives on both local and global history.

Summarised Overview
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1.	 Discuss the concept of contextualisation  in historical research and exam-
ine the role of contextualising the topic in local history research. 

2.	 Analyse why French Rural History is referred to as  ‘total history’. In 
what ways did Marc Bloch synthesise the agrarian life with other fac-
tors?

3.	 Explain the term ‘homoeostatic system’ applied in Ladurie’s the Peas-
ants of Languedoc and its role in understanding rural history.

4.	 Attempt a comparative study of the Peasants of Languedoc and Mon-
taillou in terms of themes, methodology, and historical significance. In 
what ways does Montaillou reflect the concept of ‘history from below’?

5.	 How do you ensure accuracy and authenticity when documenting oral 
histories? Explain the type of digital archiving tools specific to oral             
history recording and conservation. Explore the role  of community 
involvement in oral history projects.  

6.	 In what ways did oral tradition and oral history distinguished? Explain 
criteria applied to categorise it.

7.	 Describe the approach of Paul Thompson with regard to the                                  
methodology of oral source collection for historical writing. Discuss 
the significance of oral evidence in reshaping community history, with 
special reference to  The Voice of the Past. What challenges do research-
ers face in collecting oral evidence, according to Thompson? 

8.	 Explain the features of Micro History and show how they differ from 
local history. 

9.	 Why did Carlo Ginzburg titled his work The Cheese and the Worms? 
Briefly narrate the content and sources of the work.
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Familiarising Other Models

Learning Outcomes

Background

After the successful completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ familiarise themselves with a few models from Indian and Kerala experi-
ence

	♦ acquaint themselves with the methodologies applied in model studies
	♦ handle the oral, documentary and archival sources
	♦ select themes or topics of their research and equip themselves with                       

resources from libraries and archives
	♦ understand various theories and its application in local history studies

Local history is the study of regions in the past. The region under study 
generally tends to be geographically a small unit, could be a city, town or a village. 
The writing of local history enriches the life and times of the community of a 
particular place by providing information related to historical sites and societies. 
The local history collection can help the students, researchers, historians, local 
administrator, social workers and writers by giving them information on the 
past of that locality and this collection can be used in community information 
service. A large number of various types of documents like maps, palm leaves, 
and paintings are to be considered the information sources for local history 
writing for historians, researchers and writers. Libraries can play a significant 
role for collection and dissemination of information on local history to the right 
user at the right time for their queries.

Local history or local identification refers to one’s closeness to a particular 
geographical area or community.  The ground affiliation to a place, its people, 
culture and history is local history’s concern. People maintain deep affinity 
with their community and its lived experience. Many factors contribute to its 
connectedness like family, background, education, experiences etc. It insists on 
working towards a common goal at local level and meet the challenges together 
as a concerted endeavour. In contrast to this homogeneous action, it tends 
to challenge and rebel against opposition and changes from external forces. 

UNIT
3
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Keywords

Community, Connectedness, Methodology, Communalism, Myths, Legitimacy, 
Genealogy, Legacy, Gazetteer, Heritage, Fieldwork, Discourse

Excessive local consciousness could also prove to be negative. 

Local history is one of the most enduring contributions that can be made to 
social science. It gives valuable information on all kinds of sections of population 
to such an extent that local history has virtually come to be recognised as an 
instructor to politicians to statesmen. It becomes handy in pursuing unanswered 
questions on mega history, supplement or complement them, support or 
contradict their postulates and generalisations.  In the case of Meta history, it is 
a reservoir of facts and myths which can be subjected to interpretative analysis 
and further probe.

In France and England, it grew in the 16th century as a conscious effort, borne 
out of the interest in nobility. In the 18th century American history writings usually 
portrayed political points of view and stressed a provincial identity. In the case of 
most nations, they started efforts at writing the history of a particular community 
from the 1840s. Writers of local history in the 19th century were members of the 
nascent professional class whose occupation allowed them time for such an 
activity. Local history, initially initiated by amateurs to promote community 
pride, has evolved into a professionalized field since the 1930s, with the term still 
associated with antiquarianism and amateur historiography. In India the cycle of 
regional studies began with modernization and westernization and it intensified 
in the 20th century by the rise of the nationalist movement. The growing concern 
with regional issues and aspects also has led to the study of regions. In recent 
times, interest in local history has lived up with the coming of decentralized 
planning in the case of Kerala.

Discussion

1.3.1  The Local history of Punjab and Konkan- 
Romila Thapar

Romila Thapar , a renowned historian of India, who  
authored several books.  Her studies in Ancient India gave her 
a pre-eminent position among historians on Ancient India. 
To Thapar, “history is the event when the possible crosses 
over to the impossible; a more integrated understanding of a 
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complex society, its various mutations, its creativity and its 
efforts at enhancing its contributions to civilization.” Thapar 
has used comparative methods to study similar societies 
with evidence from both literary and archaeological sources. 
Other sources used include linguistic, ethnographic and 
other fields of Indology.

Romila Thapar has written two important works which 
highlights the significance of local history. They are The Local 
History of Punjab and Konkan and Cultural Pasts: Essays in 
Indian History. With regard to sources and methodology, these 
works are based on primary and secondary sources. Primary 
sources such as inscriptions, coins, and archaeological 
evidence have been used with critical analysis. Secondary 
sources are few and far as very little literature available as 
written records. Her method focuses on analysis of sources 
and their sagacious interpretation. Her work on the Punjab 
and Konkan includes a detailed analysis of historical texts 
and archeological evidence apart from the conventional 
historical method. She has left out an analytical framework 
for local history writing. Thapar’s arguments about the local  
history of Punjab and Konkan are insightful but they are 
often based on scanty funds of source. Her analysis of social 
and economic changes in the region is limited by the lack of 
data and its reliance on interpretation. 

Thapar’s work on the Local History of Punjab and Konkan 
provides valuable insight into the historical and cultural 
development of these regions. However, their conclusions 
are often limited due to interpretation of the sources. This 
work will benefit from a more nuanced understanding 
of the broader social cultural and economic contexts in 
which historical events took place. The use of sources and 
methodology can be further developed to provide a more 
comprehensive understanding of the history, culture and 
society of the region.

1.3.1.1 Cultural Pasts

Cultural Pasts is a collection of papers and lectures on 
early Indian history, published in various journals, covering 
various subjects over three decades. These essays presented 
in different sections demonstrate the changing perspectives 
on  methodological strategies and problems in empirical 
research on early Indian social history. 

These essays were invariably critical of the colonial 
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perceptions on early and contemporary India and were  
influenced by the ideas of Durkheim and Max Weber in 
relation to pre-colonial India. Cultural Pasts focusing on 
historiography and the changing dimensions of social and 
cultural history of India. The essays are divided into nine 
thematic groups, including historiography, social and cultural 
transactions, archaeology, pre-Mauryan and Mauryan India, 
forms of exchange, society of heroes in epics, genealogies 
and origin myths, social context of renouncers, and the use 
of the early past in current ideologies. In the Cultural Pasts, 
she is concerned about the way in which Indian history has 
been interpreted during the colonial period to encourage 
communal views on the past.  This work envisages the 
communal use of the past and enquires into the historic, 
graphically contingent origins of communalism. It attempts 
to reinterpret the colonial use of India’s past.

1.3.1.2 The  Local History of Punjab and Konkan

The earliest evidence of human habitation in Punjab dates 
back to the Soan Valley during the Stone Age. The Bronze Age 
witnessed the flourishing Indus Valley Civilization, followed 
by the Indo-Aryan migrations around 1500–500 BCE. The Rig 
Veda was composed in Punjab during this period, laying the 
foundation for Hinduism. The Mauryas absorbed Punjab 
into their unified empire. Chandragupta Maurya, educated 
in Taxila (now in Pakistan), conquered the Nanda Empire 
and made Taxila the provincial capital.

After Alexander’s demise, Indo-Greeks, Indo-Sakas, and 
Indo-Parthians ruled parts of Punjab. The Apracharajas 
maintained autonomy during this time. During the medieval 
period the region witnessed the rise of various dynasties, 
including the Ghaznavids, Ghurids, and Delhi Sultanate. 
Sikhism emerged in Punjab during the 15th century, led by 
Guru Nanak and subsequent Gurus.

The British East India Company gained control over 
Punjab in the 19th century. The Jallianwala Bagh massacre 
in Amritsar (1919) remains a poignant chapter in Punjab’s 
history. After India’s independence in 1947, Punjab was 
divided into Indian Punjab and Pakistani Punjab. Punjab’s 
rich cultural heritage includes Bhangra, Giddha, and the 
Golden Temple in Amritsar.

The Konkan region, along India’s western coast, has 
a captivating history as well. According to the legend, 
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Parasurama threw his axe into the sea, and the land that 
emerged became known as Saptah-Konkana (meaning “piece 
of earth” or “corner of the earth”).The region had a thriving 
mercantile port with Arab traders from the 10th century.The 
Konkan stretches across Maharashtra, Goa, and Karnataka. 
Bounded by the Western Ghats (Sahyadri) in the east and the 
Arabian Sea in the west, it boasts of stunning beaches and 
river valleys. Historically Konkan was part of the ancient 
Sapta Konkan, extending from Gujarat to Kerala. It overlaps 
the Malabar Coast and envelops the southernmost and 
northernmost stretches of these locales. Thapar emphasized 
that Punjab and Konkan have significantly influenced India’s 
history, each with its distinct stories, traditions, and cultural 
legacy.

1.3.2 Vaniyamkulam Panchayat Vi-
jnaneeyam

Vaniyamkulam is a grama panchayat in Palakkad District, 
Kerala. It was an old town trading centre, particularly a 
livestock market.  The Vaniyamkulam Panchayat Vijnaneeyam, 
published by the Kerala Council for Historical Research  
(KCHR) in 2001,  is an intriguing work that deviates from 
traditional modes of gazettes. It envisages a people-centered 
knowledge system, with the local community actively 
mapping their locale, resources, and history. This publication 
contains the history, geography, and demographics 
of  Vaniyamkulam.. It also includes records of regional 
knowledge systems, myths, local art forms, and linguistic 
diversity. The democratic approach to research employed 
here opens up the particularities and specificities of local 
history.  Additionally,  Vaniyamkulam  is an important 
trading hub in Southern Malabar, particularly for livestock 
arriving from neighboring Tamil Nadu. 

The significance of the work Vaniyamkulam Panchayat 
Vijnaneeyam is that it offers a new model of local history 
writing, albeit as a government local data publication. 
This work includes information drawn from government 
Gazetteers, history, geography, and demography along with 
art, myth, festivals, art forms and languages. The collection 
of the data to compile the work was provided locally by 
the people and the methodology for the endeavour was 
developed through public participation for knowledge 
creation. 

A new trend in historical research in Kerala can be discerned 
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in this work. Many attempts have been made by researchers 
and historians to write local and family histories. As a part of 
such an initiative, researchers have taken up the panchayat 
project to compile a gazetteer of Vaniyamkulam panchayat. 
They have collected a number of themes, including oral 
traditions and local knowledge and such information from 
the villages was published by Kerala Council for Historical 
Research in 2000.

The local community of Vaniyamkulam actively 
contributed in documenting their own history and heritage. 
Unlike the official Gazetteers, Vaniyamkulam Panchayat 
empowered the people to share their knowledge and insights. 
By involving the local community in local history writing, 
the project could draw a more holistic understanding of the 
region, capturing not only facts but the’ lived experiences’ 
and cultural richness of the area.   

1.3.4 Local history of Tirurangadi- K N Ganesh
K.N Ganesh is a renowned figure in the field of local 

history in Kerala. He has contributed significantly to the 
understanding of socio-cultural processes and livelihood 
patterns in various localities, including Tirurangadi. His 
work often emphasises the importance of contextualising 
local history within the broader national and global scenarios. 
One of the notable contributions is a micro historical study 
on Tirurangadi, conducted as a part of the Kerala Research 
Program for Local Development. This study included 
extensive field work, interviews with the local population 
and analysis of historical data. Tirurangadi itself has a rich 
history having been an important centre of trade known as 
Thiruwarankad to the Arabs during the Middle Ages. It was 
ruled by Misba Arien during that time and later came under 
the Kingdom of Mysore in the 18th century.

K. N Ganesh  earned his place of distinction for his studies 
in micro history that focuses on small scale, community level 
events and processes. This approach has provided a more 
detailed and nuanced understanding of local histories often 
overlooked in broader historical narratives. His emphasis on 
field work and conducting interviews with local residents 
has enriched the qualitative aspects of historical research 
bringing forth personal narratives and experiences that are 
crucial for understanding the socio-cultural fabric of a locality. 
Ganesh’s work often intersects with various disciplines such 
as Anthropology, Sociology, Political Science etc., which 
has broadened the scope of local history research in Kerala. 
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His research elevates the status of local history research in 
Kerala, making it an integral part of the state’s academic and 
cultural discourse. 

K N Ganesh argues that connected histories of localities 
often take into account Global and national context. Ganesh 
has studied the local history of Tirurangadi panchayat in 
Kozhikode District, Kerala. The project is titled ‘Socio Cultural 
Processes and Livelihood Patterns at Tirurangadi: A Micro 
Historical Study’. As the title indicates, it is intended to be a 
micro historical study. The intention of the study is highlighted 
in the introduction to the report. This study focuses on the 
socio economic life of contemporary Tirurangadi panchayat. 
He also published the book on Tirurangadi in 2010 titled 
Locality and Culture in Kerala History: The Case of Tirurangadi. 

The study observes that there was a significant shift 
from agrarian to non-agrarian mode of livelihood. This has 
resulted in a decline of agriculture in this region. Trade 
and commerce developed and had taken over the space. 
Immigration to the Middle East and cash remittance have 
increased the region’s economy. But the author observes that 
this has serious implications for the socio-economic life of the 
people. Large number of women remain unemployed and 
underutilised and all other issues have a serious impact on 
development of the region and its future.

This work has used the methodology of mapping and 
analysing the locale by ‘walking’ for  observing and closely 
studying the features of geography, flora and fauna, 
settlement patterns and cultural spaces. To tap the data, the 
researchers had to depend heavily on oral history with the 
involvement of a selected local population of individuals 
and groups which are called Karanavarkoottams. Alongside, 
primary sources and secondary sources were also utilised. 

The study examines the geography, including features 
like undulating terrain, low-lying areas, and rivers, which 
necessitate effective water management mechanisms. 
Landlordism of the area is also looked into. Coastal parts of 
Kadalundi, trade with Calicut, expanded the settlements are 
other features of the locality were  observed. Historically, the 
British policy created social cleavages and led to conflict and 
the area witnessed many agrarian and popular revolts. The 
end of landlordism and the land reforms necessitated a new 
pattern of capitalist expansion. Cost of living increased and 
agricultural price increase, hike in labour wages, all resulted 
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in agriculture decline. This study focused on futuristic 
development of the region and suggests long term planning 
to improve the livelihood of the people. 

Ganesh was of the opinion that local history is not ‘localised 
history’. He also states that the history of a locality becomes 
meaningful only when it is contextualised in its relationship 
with the national and global scenarios. 

1.3.5 The Local History of Adimalathura- J. 
Devika

J. Devika has contributed to the understanding of local 
history in Kerala, particularly through her work on the socio-
economic and political development of Adimalathura. She 
has explored the history of land struggles by Adivasis and 
Dalits in Kerala which are significant political developments 
in post millennium Kerala. Her research often intersects 
with themes on gender, politics, development and culture 
in Kerala. Adimalathura is a coastal village and  has been 
part of the neighbouring place called Pulluvila. It is known 
for its unique blend of Tamil and Malayalam languages. 
The local history of Adimalathura would encompass its 
development overtime, including its social, cultural and 
political formations. 

 J. Devika in an article titled “Surviving in contemporary 
Kerala: Reflections from recent research in a fisher village” 
brought out the socio-political struggles for survival of the 
locality in a collaborative project on local history which 
applies a mixed method of field research in Adimalathura. 
The fishing community of this area, according to Devika , 
form the poorest communities in that region. The region 
is exposed to ecological challenges and massive resource 
depletion. The community also faces threats of dispossession 
due to new port projects at Vizhinjam. The port project is 
government funded and it has global implications.

The study traces the developments of Adimalathura from 
the early 20th century to the present, analysing the context of 
resistance and challenges to the livelihood of the people. J 
Devika explores the socio-economic differentiation in fishing 
and selling livelihoods.

The geographical and ecological factors of the region and 
its lived experiences were also studied. Their existence in a 
crowded environment, destructive efforts of coastal erosion 
and deprivation below the state average with reference to 
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access to wealth and education, ownership of the land and 
income. This study also focuses on the fishing communities’ 
increasing inequalities due to economic liberalisation and 
the emergence of ‘artisanal fishing communities’ due to 
Kerala model development. The Adimalathura Community 
is seeking political inclusion as they are geographically 
segregated, living as densely populated communities in 
semi-permanent structures along the coastal line. This study 
as a model brings to light the complexities of Adimalathura’s 
past and its significance in the broader context of Kerala’s 
development.

	♦ Lived experience 
of the locality of 
study

	♦ Ecological 
impact and social 
disparities

Local history research begins with identifying a specific geographical area or 
community, which forms the foundation for any meaningful inquiry into the past. 
This involves recognising the social and cultural connectedness of the people, as 
well as the physical boundaries of the area. The uniqueness of a locality often 
stems from the homogeneity of its actions, values, and shared experiences. By 
focusing on a specific area, historians can explore the intricate layers of its history, 
focusing on the dynamics that make the community distinctive. This approach is 
particularly important in Kerala due to the rich diversity in social, economic, and 
cultural practices across different regions.

The Indian context provides several models for local history writing, four of 
which are discussed in this unit to familiarise learners with different approaches, 
including Romila Thapar’s work on Punjab and the Konkan region. Thapar’s 
comparative method analyses these regions, highlighting how geographical 
diversity and cultural expanse shape their lived experiences. This method allows 
historians to understand how local histories are influenced by local factors and 
their connections to regional and national contexts. Thapar’s interdisciplinary 
approach, drawing from multiple sources like Geography, Anthropology, and 
Sociology, provides a fuller picture of local histories. 

Vaniyamkulam Panchayat Vijnaneeyam model demonstrates community 
participation in documenting the region’s history, geography, and culture. The 
Panchayat’s active role in the process ensured the preservation of ordinary 
people’s voices and experiences. This participatory model is vital for local history 
research, as it democratises the process, making it more inclusive and reflective of 
people’s lived experiences. The Vaniyamkulam Panchayat’s success in bringing 
together local resources and knowledge demonstrates how such projects can 
create a more realistic and nuanced portrayal of a locality, a practice that can be 
adopted in other regions.

K.N. Ganesh’s micro-level study of Tirurangadi, a Kerala locality, offers 
valuable insights into the socio-economic and political transitions from the British 

Summarised Overview
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period to the present. His research emphasises the importance of understanding 
local histories within the context of colonialism and its aftermath. Ganesh’s model 
emphasises the value of micro-historical approaches, which focus on small-
scale studies to reveal the socio-cultural fabric of a community. By examining 
Tirurangadi’s political and economic changes, his work provides detailed insights 
into the lives of the people and serves as a model for other scholars working on 
Kerala’s local history.

J. Devika’s interdisciplinary study of Adimalathura fisherfolk in Kerala 
is a significant example of local history research combining gender and social 
analysis. Devika’s work focuses on the socio-economic and political conditions 
of the fisherfolk community, addressing the challenges faced by women. Her 
interdisciplinary approach offers a comprehensive model for understanding how 
local history intersects with social justice and inequality. Devika’s analysis of 
the community’s development and suggestions for improving living conditions 
demonstrate how local history can provide practical solutions for marginalised 
groups.

These models, rooted in the Indian context and particularly relevant to Kerala, 
offer scholars a range of approaches for local history research. These models focus 
on comparative methods, community participation, micro-historical approaches, 
and interdisciplinary studies, offering unique insights into local histories. They 
emphasise contextualising local history within regional and national frameworks 
and capturing the lived experiences of ordinary people. By integrating multiple 
perspectives, sources, and methodologies, these models enable the creation of 
comprehensive and inclusive histories that reflect the complex realities of local 
communities in Kerala and beyond.

1.	 Evaluate Romila Thapar’s contributions as a historian, focusing on 
an analysis of her work Cultural Pasts. Highlight its key themes and                       
contributions to the study of local history.

2.	 Assess the significance of Vaniyamkulam Panchayat Vijnaneeyam as a 
people centred model of history writing. 

3.	 Assess the role of K.N Ganesh in popularising local history                                       
methodology in Kerala .

4.	 Highlight the importance of the history of Tirurangadi as a work of 
Micro History. 

5.	 Assess the nature of local history work on Adimalathura. Can we             
consider the work as a local history model for future research on the 
history of Kerala? 

Assignments
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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          Historian at Work

BLOCK-02

SG
O
U



42 SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

UNIT
1

Setting the Locale 

Learning Outcomes

Background

After the successful completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ describe the locale or geographic area of their choice
	♦ locate the research problem or topic
	♦ acquainted with the locality and engage with the community
	♦ select their area of study and fix its boundaries and make a time frame of 

the subject selected
	♦ assess documentation procedures by the time
	♦ cultivate analytical skills to identify features such as landscape, settlement 

patterns, etc.
	♦ familiar with techniques and tools of research such as mapping, digitiza-

tion, photography, types of archival data, etc.

Setting the locale is crucial in local history writing as it establishes the context 
for events and characters. The locale encompasses the physical geography, 
cultural, social, and economic landscapes of a place. Local historians create a 
vivid backdrop by weaving descriptions of landmarks, natural features, and 
community dynamics. This setting allows for a deeper exploration of how 
broader historical forces impact specific communities. A well-defined locale can 
reveal the unique characteristics of a place, revealing how its history is shaped 
by factors like migration patterns, trade routes, and social networks. This 
enriches the storytelling process, allowing readers to connect more personally 
with the past. Understanding the locale involves examining various factors, 
including geography, demographics, and the impact of regional events on local 
communities.

Local history writing is based on a foundational approach that encourages 
researchers to explore primary sources, oral histories, and archival materials 
that reflect the lived experiences of individuals and groups within a specific 
locale. This methodology helps uncover nuanced insights into local identities 
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Discussion

As a research scholar or historian specializing in local 
history, your role is crucial in uncovering and interpreting 
the past within a specific geographical context. This involves 
meticulous research into the social, cultural, political, and 
economic aspects of a particular locality or region over time. 
When conducting historical research, setting the appropriate 
locale involves understanding the geographical, cultural, 
political, and social context of the time period you’re 
studying. This ensures that your research is not just factually 
accurate but also sensitive to the particularities of the region 
and era. 

2.1.1 Setting the Research Problem
Marc Bloch, in the context of understanding the past by 

the present, states thus, “the faculty of understanding the 
living is, in very truth, the master quality of the historian.…
in the present, is immediately perceptible that vibrancy of 
human life which only a great effort of the imagination can 
restore to the old texts.” In order to find daylight, historians 
may have to pursue his subject right up to the present.

Local history is a method of reconstructing a community’s 
past to comprehend how the way people lived connects to the 
community’s present and future. The study of local history 
is not dominated by outdated antiquarians collecting past 
remains without focusing on future change. This superficial 
approach allows historians to develop conclusions without 
deeper engagement with local history in a comparative 
context. Local history helps us to understand the dynamics 

	♦ Setting the Locale

	♦ Historian’s 
insight 

Keywords

Locale, Context, Rationale, Boundaries, Data, Narrative, Archival, Documentation, 
Natural Elements, Settlement Pattern, Mapping, Artefacts, Toponymy, Mentalities

and connections to broader historical trends. Setting the locale fosters a sense of 
belonging among community members, highlighting their unique heritage and 
the stories often overlooked in broader narratives.
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of a place. Local history reflects the reality that our lives are 
shaped by particular places and that our physical place in 
the world is a major determinant to show how our lives were 
lived. Local history thus becomes the study of the everyday 
struggles and triumphs of ordinary people.

Historians or researchers should focus on local issues, 
themes, and topics to identify research problems and connect 
the past with the present. This approach focuses on the 
life of faceless masses, allowing for deeper understanding 
of communities’ history and their relationships with their 
people. First step in choosing the research problem is asking 
and answering questions about the history of a place or 
locality. One has to engage himself or herself in the subject 
and postulate what questions to ask. A researcher has 
to address questions related to their topic on the locality 
selected. Did the feeling of community exist? In what terms? 
What impact did human activity have on the landscape? 
How did they govern themselves? What were their attitudes 
and relationships  towards outsiders? 

2.1.1.1 Rationale for Local History

Studying local history involves the methodological 
processes of verifying particular facts about national history 
by detailed investigation of those areas that are smaller than 
the nation but collectively contribute to its overall history. 
Understanding local history provides insight into daily life, 
struggles and experiences of ordinary people within a specific 
region.

Consider the geographical boundaries of your study. Are 
you focusing on a specific town, neighbourhood or rural 
area, define the scope clearly. Decide whether you want to 
explore a specific time period or a broader historical space.  
For instance, the model of Romila Thapar on Punjab and 
Konkan. You could investigate a particular decade, a century 
or even the entire history of a locality.

To effectively study local history, it can be divided into 
various fields of study themes and approaches each providing 
a unique perspective on the past.

a.	 Social history- investigate the social fabric of daily 
life, customs and traditions of a local community.

b.	 Economic history -economic activities, trade, agri-
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culture, industries etc 
c.	 Cultural history- study local art, literature, folk-

lore and cultural practices. 
d.	 Environmental history- impact of environment on 

the locality. 
e.	 Oral history -collect or analyse oral narratives 

from local residents. 
f.	 Archival research- utilises historical documents, 

maps, photographs and other archival materials. 

2.1.1.2 Sources of Data 

The study of local history effectively requires the use 
of diverse data sources, each offering unique insights into 
a community’s past that may not be captured by other 
documentation methods.

a.	 Local archives, libraries and historical societies- 
These institutions collect and preserve documents, 
records, and artefacts that are key to understand-
ing the local past.

b.	 Interviews- conduct interviews with elderly resi-
dents who can share first-hand information.

c.	 Newspapers - explore old newspapers for local 
news, advertisements and events. 

d.	 Photographs- analyse historical photographs to 
understand changes over time, maps or cartogra-
phy etc. 

e.	 Land records- investigate land ownership, prop-
erty transactions and land use patterns etc, for ex-
ample; Land records or inquisition reports, judge-
ments etc.

2.1.1.3 Challenges and Problems

Studying Local History will necessitate encountering 
challenges such as fragmented records, scattered and 
incomplete papers. Also silence in history- some aspects of 
local life may not be well documented. Similarly, bias and 

	♦ Multifaceted 
Approach

	♦ Comprehensive 
sources

SG
O
U



46 SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

perspectives – researchers should take considerable caution 
while accepting biases in historical sources. Another most 
difficult factor is interpreting oral narratives; Oral histories 
can be subjective and require careful analysis. Local history 
research is both rewarding and challenging. By setting 
a clear research problem and utilising diverse sources 
you can uncover hidden stories and contribute to a more 
comprehensive historical narrative.

2.1.2  Enquiry about the Previous Studies
To procure data based on our selected area, we have to go 

through a variety of historical sources and find information 
that relates to our area of interest. Different sources can 
provide information in bits and pieces. To begin with, libraries  
shall be our first resource base. Local libraries provide us 
information on previous studies on the topic selected. There 
are some libraries that are dedicated to local histories. Books 
on local history can be a starting point for research and they 
provide valuable indices  for further research. We can also 
move ahead on the basis of the bibliography of the previous 
study. 

Archival copies of the local newspapers and periodicals in 
the form of micro-film are available which give information 
on events, personalities and important news in that locality. 
Similarly there are history museums or historical societies 
that give information on local history. Both private and 
government museums are seen in Kerala. The Folklore 
Academy, Kerala History Museum, Government Museums, 
Archives etc, give us information on local history.

After doing the necessary groundwork for  studying the 
newspapers, digital or microfilm, it shall be possible to fix 
your period of study or investigation. As you start reading 
you will be amazed at the things you find, many of the 
forgotten things will come back to your memory regarding 
the locality. You will be able to locate many dramatic events of 
the locality or region. Similarly, in the local museum talk with 
the experts there, they will tell you so many stories which will 
persuade you to look for answers for the questions that are 
thrown up. Read the previous research papers, monographs 
or books available there and continue from where they have 
left out to the present.

When you have fixed the time frame of your study, it must 
be rational and supported by significant events. For example, 
we have given models of local history studies above, wherein 

	♦ Research 
challenges of local 
history 

	♦ Research 
strategy

	♦ Local history 
resources

	♦ Preliminary 
research SG

O
U



47SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

you have seen various themes selected by respective 
historians and brought to light—some unknown and broken 
areas, linking historical time scale.  The researcher can take 
up a period where the previous studies have stopped. Or 
else, the researcher could restart with new methodology or 
theoretical framework, giving fresh analysis to the event 
already discussed making it more meaningful and nearer to 
reality.

2.1.3 Determining the Boundary- National /
Cultural Boundary	

After finding the rationale for selecting a specific research 
problem and period of research, researchers must determine 
the frame of the space and time of his research area, if it can be 
both cultural and national boundary. Carol Kammen in her 
’On Doing Local History’ offers methods useful for historians 
on local history. Local history deals with people or groups of 
a given geographical area—placed in a comparative context 
that should be both regional and national. Local history 
encompasses a broad field of inquiry, political, social, 
economic, history of a community and its religious and 
intellectual history. It engages historic events and reactions 
of the people of the locality. Local history investigates the 
voice of the voiceless women’s voices, regarding education, 
child rearing, leisure and so on. 

Setting boundaries of local history investigation involves 
the community’s image, interest and sometimes controversial 
or divisive topics. Sometimes local history studies promote 
its importance, sometimes violate the privacy of individuals. 

A map of the research area can be made available from 
the concerned government office which helps the researcher 
to specify the boundaries of his research. Also gives 
information on physical features of the area under study. As 
stated earlier the natural boundaries, physical features such 
as river, stream, mountain etc, can be selected, limiting the 
area of geography of the locality. It can also be a cultural 
boundary such as art forms say Theyyam, Kanniar, Porattu 
natakam or anything special associated with the area selected. 
It can also be an economic avocation of a community like the 
fishing class studied by J. Devika. 

The natural features of the locality have been in constant 
interaction with the people and play a major role in the 
settlement and cultural pattern of the local population. 
Geographical factors shape the livelihood of the people 
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like agriculture, fishing, cattle rearing etc. Data regarding 
climate, resources, land forms, agricultural patterns etc can 
be obtained from government departments.

To identify or determine a local or national boundary 
involves understanding these specific contexts and factors 
that shape a given geographical area. The following can 
be considered for identifying boundaries. Geographical 
features, national boundaries and physical features such as 
rivers, mountains, and coastlines. These natural elements 
often define the edges of a community or region. Man-made 
boundaries can also be taken to identify the boundaries of any 
locality, provided they have borders such as roads, railways, 
fences and other human made structures that delineate areas. 
Historically significant events that shaped the community 
can also be reckoned as important demarcation. For example 
a battle site. The founding event or a major disaster might 
serve as a boundary marker.

2.1.3.3  Settlement Patterns as Boundaries

Determining boundaries with other features like settlement 
patterns enable us to fix the research area. Explore how people 
historically settled in the area, early settlements, migration 
routes and land divisions can provide insights. Cultural and 
social factors like community identity boundaries often align 
with community identity. Postulate questions like, where do 
residents perceive their neighbourhood or town to begin and 
end? 

Social institutions are helpful in considering the locations 
of schools, temples, churches, communities and other social 
hubs. These institutions contribute to the sense of place. Local 
memory and tradition signals insights into the transformation 
of a locality. Long-time residents can provide oral histories in 
which they may recall stories about where one neighbourhood 
transitions into another. Local legends, folklore etc, often 
contain clues about boundaries and significant places.

Archival records and historical maps help us to estimate 
the boundaries of a locality. Examine old maps to see how 
boundaries have evolved over time. Pay attention to property 
lines, town limits and administrative institutions. Land 
Records and landowners can reveal historical boundaries. 
With regard to political and administrative boundaries, local 
governments look at municipal boundaries, city limits and 
country lines and these administrations often influence local 
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history. 

Environmental factors  and ecological zones can also be 
considered. Consider ecological boundaries like wetlands, 
forests and agricultural areas. Climate variations and 
topography can impact settlement patterns and community 
boundaries. Remember that Local history is not just about 
facts and data. It’s about understanding the lived experience 
of people within a specific place. By combining historical 
research, community input, and geographical analysis you 
can determine meaningful natural/local boundaries for 
your study.

2.1.4 Field Work and Mapping of the Locale
2.1.4.1. Field Work

Begin by observing the locale. Pay attention to physical 
features, landmarks, infrastructure and natural elements. 
Engage with local residents, community leaders and experts 
and enquire about historical events and cultural practices 
and changes over time. Visit local archives, libraries and 
historical societies, explore documents, photographs and 
maps related to the area. Create surveys to collect data on 
demographics, land use and the community needs. Immerse 
yourself in the community to understand its social dynamics, 
traditions and daily life. In other words, ethnographic details 
of the village or locale are to be collected. 

2.1.4.2 Mapping

Geospatial mapping is indeed invaluable for historians 
and researchers. Geographic information system (GIS) 
tools help to create detailed maps. Consider layers for 
roads, buildings, vegetation, water bodies and land use. 
Topographic maps are useful to capture elevation, contours, 
and terrain features. There are also Cadastral maps that show 
property boundaries, ownership and land parcels. Historical 
maps also enable the researcher to understand change over 
time. There are Community maps available in certain areas. 
You can involve local residents in creating maps that reflect 
their perspectives and knowledge.

Locale specific considerations are important to note at 
the beginning of the research on locality. Understand the 
local languages and cultural manners of the people. This 
impacts communication during field work. Environmental 
factors like climate, natural resources and vegetation 
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should also be given attention. Make a clear understanding 
of the infrastructure—road maps, public facilities, utilities 
and transportation networks. Identify community hubs, 
gathering places and social institutions. Researchers should 
locate historical sites, landmarks, heritage buildings and 
archaeological sites.

Use a GPS receiver for accurate location data. For aerial 
imagery, obtain satellite or drone imagery for mapping. 
Field notebooks may be used for recording, interviews and 
sketches. Photography is another useful tool for a researcher. 
Capture visual documentation. Mobile applications can be 
used and explore mapping apps for data collection. Field 
work and mapping applications are interactive processes. 
Continuously refine your approach based on new insights 
and feedback from the community.

	♦ Locale 
assessment

	♦ Precision 
mapping tools

The researcher’s initial step in a local history research project is to define the study 
locale, which is crucial as it establishes the geographical area.By narrowing down 
the locale, the researcher can focus on understanding the specific characteristics 
that define the area, including its physical boundaries and cultural identity. This 
initial decision sets the tone for the research and guides subsequent steps.

The researcher must first identify the research problem, which is the central 
question or issue to address. The rationale behind selecting a topic should be 
understood in a broader historical context. Defining the research problem is 
crucial as it helps focus on specific historical dynamics and ensures the research 
remains relevant and meaningful.

The research problem should be clearly defined, along with the geographical 
limits, time frame, and scope of the study. In Kerala, geography plays a crucial role 
in historical development. The chosen time frame should align with the historical 
dynamics of the locale, such as the early 20th century or the 18th century. This 
clarity allows historians to construct a coherent narrative within well-defined 
parameters.

Local history research in Kerala involves understanding the ecological, 
environmental, and climatic conditions of the region. Studying settlement 
patterns, such as fertile plains and terraced farming, can provide insights into 
historical development. These patterns are shaped by the natural environment 
and can reveal interactions between humans and nature over time. Understanding 
settlement patterns can also reveal social and economic structures, such as land 
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ownership distribution, caste dynamics, and trade roles. Mapping skills are 
crucial for documenting and analysing the physical and social geography of the 
region.

Fieldwork is crucial in local history research, as it allows researchers to connect 
with the community, events, and cultural practices of the area. In Kerala, for 
instance, conducting interviews, attending festivals, and observing daily life 
can reveal the lived experiences of the people. Understanding the landscape, 
topographical features, and traditions requires a combination of scientific tools 
and community engagement. Fieldwork enriches research and ensures the 
authenticity of the local experience, providing a comprehensive view of the area’s 
history.

1.	 What do you understand by the term ‘locale’? Discuss the importance 
of setting the locale when conducting local history research and how it 
influences the scope of the study.

2.	 How can a researcher locate his research problem? What are the                   
perquisites towards fixing the research area?

3.	 Attempt to classify important sources of data for local history research.
4.	 What are the challenges and problems encountered by a researcher in 

dealing with Archival sources in local history research?
5.	 How far do the previous studies on local history equip a researcher to 

locate his area of study or research problem?
6.	 What are the important components that help the fixing of boundaries 

in local history research?
7.	 Explain how  field work is organised and conducted in local history 

research. What are the benefits of incorporating fieldwork into the                 
research process?

Assignments
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 Surveying the Evidence

Learning Outcomes

Background

After the successful completion of the unit, the learner will be able to:

	♦ identify diverse evidence related to research including  archival, archaeo-
logical, and geographical evidence

	♦ understand classification of archival data and its nature
	♦ evaluate  the types of oral history, oral traditions, myths and place names
	♦ outline how to make use of memory studies, life histories, and mentalities 

of ordinary people

Material remains and local archival data constitute an important category of 
evidence. In local history research, evidence plays a crucial role in constructing 
relatively accurate narratives about the past. Material remains and archival data 
contribute to our understanding of the past ways of life. Within the category of 
material remains, physical artefacts including objects, structures, and artefacts 
left behind by past generations come handy to the researcher for interpreting the 
locality’s material life. These can be buildings, tools, pottery, clothing or even 
remnants of landscapes.

Archaeological findings brought to light through excavations that yield 
valuable evidence. Pottery shreds, bones, coins and inscriptions provide insights 
into daily life, trade and cultural practices. The study  of architectural features, 
old houses, bridges, and public buildings reveal architectural style, construction 
techniques and historical contexts. Landscape survey is informative on the 
geological transformation of a locality over long periods. The researcher can 
also analyse changes in the natural environment for example, deforestation, 
urbanisation or alterations to water bodies, impact local history.

UNIT
2
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Discussion

Keywords
Bias, Constructs, Structures, Traits, Landscape, Fragments, Pattern, Memory, 
Material remains, Archival Data

2.2.1 Material Remains and Local Archival 
Data

Archival repositories house primary source materials. 
These include letters, diaries, official records, photographs, 
maps and more. Letters and correspondence like personal 
letters offer a glimpse into individual lives, relationships and 
events. Administrative documents such as birth records, land 
deeds, tax registers provide actual information. Photographs 
play an important role in providing moments in time, showing 
people, places and activities. Oral historical data-interviews 
with community members provide first-hand accounts and 
memories.

Newspapers are a significant part of archival records, 
providing historical reports on local events, social issues, 
and cultural happenings. Old maps reveal land divisions, 
property boundaries and urban development. Archival 
evidence verifies historical claims. It ensures that narratives 
are grounded in reality.

Material remains are more than just artefacts; they are 
windows into the past, providing a tangible link to the lives, 
technologies, and cultures of past societies. Historians and 
archaeologists use tools, pottery, clothing, and architecture 
to piece together a story of human progress and adaptation. 
These physical remnants of history not only add to our 
understanding of ancient civilizations, but also demonstrate 
the continuity and change that have shaped human history.

Material remains and archival data place events within 
their historical and cultural context. Counteracting myths, 
evidence challenges myths and misconceptions which allow 
us to question prevailing narratives. Diverse sources provide 
multiple perspectives enriching our understanding of local 
history. Local history is a collaborative effort. Archivists, 
historians and community members work together to piece 
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together the puzzle of the past. By examining material remains 
and archival data, a researcher has to honour the stories that 
shape our community’s myths and local oral traditions.

2.2.2 Myths and Local Oral Traditions
Oral traditions play a vital role in preserving cultural 

heritage and passing down knowledge from one generation 
to the next. Myths are traditional narratives that explain 
natural phenomena, human behaviour and the origins of 
the world. They often involve gods, heroes and supernatural 
beings. Myths were initially transmitted orally long before the 
advent of written language. Storytellers’ bards and shamans 
carried these tales across generations.  In an oral tradition, 
myths evolve through the ‘folk process’. Each retellings 
introduces variations, yet myths endure better than actual 
historical events. Their enduring power lies in their ability to 
resonate with universal themes and human experiences.

Local oral traditions acquire diverse forms. Epic poems 
are lengthy narratives celebrating heroes or historical events. 
Chants and rhymes are repetitive verses used in rituals or 
storytelling. Songs are musical story-telling that conveys 
cultural values and memories. Fables and legends constitute 
short tales with moral lessons or explanations. Religious 
narratives tell us about creation, gods and cosmic order. 
Proverbs and instructions conceive wisdom passed down 
orally. Truth is less critical in oral storytelling than providing 
cultural cohesion. Myths, legends and fables serve this 
purpose reinforcing shared beliefs and identity. 

Tribal oral tradition includes creation stories, migration 
tales and life lessons. Humorous animal characters teach 
moral values like the Panchathanthra, Jathaka stories etc. 
Native stories encompass history, legend and tradition 
which involve language, song, chant and dance. Stories teach 
behaviour, values and traditions within a society. These tales 
entertain and educate passing down cultural wisdom. Even 
today storytelling continues to captivate audiences bridging 
the gap between past and present, around campfire, digital 
platforms.

2.2.3 Place Names and Local Historical Con-
sciousness

Place names carry rich historical and cultural significance 
often reflecting the layers of human activity and memory 
associated with a specific area. They interact with local 
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historical consciousness. Toponymy, means the study of place 
names based on etymological, historical and geographical 
information. Place names exemplify the fusion of various 
historical influences. The Anglo-Indian names of many of 
our native names have been changed by the British. For 
example, Thrissivaperur to Trichur, Thiruvananthapuram 
to Trivandrum, Alappuzha to Alleppey and so on. Similarly 
Tipu Sultan changed many place names in North Malabar and 
Wayanad such as Sultan bathery. Each historical invasion or 
expedition  wreck the invaders’ culture to and rename places 
as a demonstration of their stamp of authority. These names 
could come close to the local origins of the name. 

2.2.3.1 River Names 

River names are particularly valuable for historical 
research. They tend to be conservative, surviving changes 
in language and population. Cultural influence of distinct 
places or countries reflects in place names. Place names are 
a crucial aspect of language and identity, evoking memories, 
shaping identity, and connecting people to their past, serving 
as markers of cultural continuity and change.

In urbanisation, street naming also plays a role in 
preserving cultural memory. By choosing names that 
resonate with history, cities can evoke public memory and 
foster a sense of identity. Overall place names are more than 
labels; they encapsulate stories, migrations and the essence of 
communities’ existence.

2.2.3.2 Local Historical Consciousness 

Local historical consciousness differs significantly from 
national or global perspectives. Local history focuses on 
a specific community, town, or region. It delves into the 
everyday lives, customs, and events of ordinary people within 
that locality. Whereas national or global encompasses broader 
narratives, major historical events, and overarching trends. 
It considers the collective experiences of an entire nation 
or the interconnectedness of global events. Local history 
provides granular details about local figures, landmarks, 
and traditions. It captures nuances often overlooked in 
broader histories. National or global offers a broader view, 
emphasising pivotal moments, political shifts, and major 
cultural movements.

Local history shapes local identity and fosters a sense of 
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belonging. Residents connect to their community’s past, 
heritage, and shared memories. Local history is grounded in 
personal stories, oral histories, and community archives. It 
emphasises the lived experiences of individuals. Local history 
Influences local policies, urban planning, and community 
development. It informs decisions about preserving historic 
sites. Local historical consciousness provides depth, context, 
and a sense of place, while national and global perspectives 
offer a broader canvas for understanding humanity’s 
collective journey through time. 

2.2.4 Memories, Life Histories and Mentali-
ties

Now let us delve into the fascinating intersection of 
memories, life histories and mentalities within the context of 
local history. These elements provide valuable insights into 
the past shaping our understanding of communities, cultures 
and individual experiences.

2.2.4.1 Memories 

Memories are an active process of a community’s lived 
experience. Memory is not a passive repository of facts. It’s 
an active process of creating meaning. When we remember, 
we construct narratives, attach emotions and interpret events. 
Memories are often preserved through oral history where 
individuals share their recollections based on first hand 
experiences. These narratives capture personal perspectives, 
emotions and nuances that return records may miss. Beyond 
individual memories, there exists social memory, a collective 
remembering shared by a community. 

2.2.4.2 Life Histories

Life histories are detailed accounts of an individual’s life 
experiences, often collected through interviews or written 
narratives. These personal stories provide valuable insights 
into various aspects of human existence including social, 
cultural, economic and emotional dimensions. Researchers 
use live history interviews to explore an individual’s life 
trajectory, significant events, relationships and personal 
perspectives. These narratives offer a rich context for 
understanding historical and social changes. Over the past 
few decades, life histories have gained popularity due to their 
ability to capture the nuances of everyday life and provide a 
more holistic view of historical processes. 
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Early social histories used genealogical sources such 
as census studies and probate records to document large 
scale patterns among ordinary people. However recent 
trends involve using the same sources to track the life 
stories of individuals providing a different perspective on 
historical changes and individual agency. The proliferation 
of searchable digital collections has facilitated access to 
historical records making collections easier to explore local 
histories and individual trajectories.

Live history interviews are a research method used by 
historians and social scientists to gather personal narratives 
and firsthand accounts from individuals who have lived 
through significant historical events or whose stories may 
not be well-documented in traditional records. These 
interviews allow participants to share their memories, 
emotions and reflections. Live history interviews are a 
narrative method, emphasising storytelling and personal 
experiences. Researchers analyse these narratives to uncover 
themes, patterns, and cultural contexts.

Researchers must navigate ethical complexities related 
to privacy, consent and representation when collecting and 
presenting life histories. The live history method continues 
to evolve adapting to changing research paradigms and 
technological advancements. Theyare encouraged to 
consider social justice and equity when employing life 
history methodology in education and other fields. Life 
histories provide a unique lens through which we can 
explore individual experiences, community dynamics 
and historical transformations. Whether examining local 
histories or broader social shifts, these personal narratives 
enrich our understanding of the human condition. 

2.2.5 Mentalities
The history of mentalities,‘ histoire des mentalites ‘ ,which 

means’ history of attitudes ‘is an approach to cultural history, 
to describe and analyse the ways in which people thought 
about, interacted with and classified the world around 
them, as opposed to the history of particular events or 
economic trends. The link between memory and mentalities 
help researchers to expand interpretative, explanatory and 
narrative potential of the notion of memory. It is useful in 
order to raise new questions, to make new connections and 
to beware of the interpretative problems and potential in 
exploring the notion of memory. 
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Historians who study mentalities aim to reconstruct the 
worldview of people from a particular time and place. They 
explore ideas related to childhood, sexuality, family, death 
and other aspects of life within a given historical context. 
Micro history also adopted the history of mentalities as a 
tool for in-depth analysis. Micro historians focus on social 
and cultural history, often narrowing their inquiry to 
specific regions or communities. The history of mentalities 
explores cultural attitudes, while local history delves into 
the everyday struggles and triumphs of ordinary people 
within specific geographic contexts. 

	♦ Cultural 
mentalities

The research process in local history and micro-history involves examining a 
variety of documents, including maps, photographs, oral histories, and artefacts. 
These documents offer valuable insights into local culture, settlement patterns, 
and social changes. Maps reveal historical land in use, trade routes, and political 
boundaries, while photographs capture social and cultural practices. Oral 
histories offer personal accounts, providing context beyond written documents. 
Artefacts found in archaeological digs or museums help historians understand 
the material culture of an area. These diverse sources form the foundation for 
constructing a detailed and accurate narrative of local history.

The authenticity of documents is crucial in historical research, especially in 
Kerala, a region with complex history influenced by colonialism and internal 
social dynamics. Historians must critically examine each document, including 
written records, oral testimony, and photographs, to determine its origin, 
purpose, and reliability. They must account for potential biases in official colonial 
records. The researcher must extract both internal and external meanings from 
the document before using it to tell the historical story.

Critical analysis of evidence is crucial for determining the correctness and 
trustworthiness of documents, especially in fields like local history and micro-
history. In Kerala, oral histories and local legends are valuable sources, but must be 
scrutinised for credibility and potential biases. Time and personal interpretations 
can alter the accuracy of accounts, and artefacts or physical documents may have 
been damaged or altered over time. Analysing evidence critically ensures the 
narrative is based on reliable sources, even when sources are incomplete or open 
to multiple interpretations.

Local history and micro-history research in Kerala faces significant challenges 
in documentation and data collection. These studies often rely on non-official 
historical sources like oral traditions, personal letters, and community records, 
which can be difficult to access and verify. Additionally, local history often deals 

Summarised Overview

SG
O
U



61SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

with undocumented periods or aspects of history. Researchers must contextualise 
these documents, linking them to the broader historical narrative and supporting 
the main plot of the research. For instance, a local history project in Kerala might 
examine caste dynamics by analysing oral histories and written records of land 
ownership.

Historians in Kerala use oral traditions, myths, place names, and river names 
to construct a complete picture of the past. These elements provide clues about 
the historical consciousness of a particular area and how people viewed their 
world and influenced their actions. The study of memories, life histories, and 
mentality of people in a specific locale can offer valuable insights into how they 
experienced historical events. Oral traditions and community memories are 
especially significant in transmitting history. Incorporating these sources into 
research creates a rich and nuanced account of the past.

1.	 Briefly explain the steps to be followed by a researcher to conduct a 
survey of evidence.

2.	 Explain the process of contextualisation of historical data. Discuss how 
historical events or data are placed within a broader social, political, 
and cultural context for deeper understanding.

3.	 How far myths and ballads are useful in reconstructing local                                   
history?Analyse the role of folklore, myths, and ballads in providing 
alternative perspectives or filling gaps in the written historical record.

4.	 In what ways did oral history and traditions helpful in rewriting            
local history? Explore the significance of oral narratives and tradi-
tions in preserving local histories and offering insights that may not be                         
captured in written records.

5.	 What do you mean by historical consciousness? How to assess the           
historical consciousness of a locality in comparison with national or 
global consciousness?

6.	 What do you mean by life history and mentalities? Discuss their                      
relevance in understanding the experiences and mindsets of people in 
the past.

Assignments
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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Writing Local History

Learning Outcomes

Background

After the successful completion of the unit, the learners will be able to:

	♦ prepare themselves to conduct research and write a piece of local history
	♦ familiarise themselves with various steps towards interpretation and syn-

thesise data collected
	♦ know the intricacies of handling documentary evidences and filtering the 

relevant and irrelevant
	♦ analyse the uses of data based on landscape study and geo history
	♦ to use talent and expertise to discern the nature of the locale and make use 

of fieldwork, close observation on socio-cultural and political formation of 
the locality

Historians at work start with research and documentation.  They delve into 
archives, libraries, and local records to gather evidence. This includes examining 
documents, maps, photographs, oral histories, and artefacts related to their 
area of study. The analytical part of the research is to contextualise the material 
collected. To understand local history, requires placing events, people, and places 
in their broader context. Consider social, economic, political, and cultural factors 
that influenced the community over time. Familiarise yourself with existing 
scholarship or historiography in your locality. What have other historians written 
about it? Identify gaps or areas where your research can contribute new insights.

To familiarise with the locale selected, engage with local residents, community 
organisations, and experts. Their knowledge and perspectives can enrich your 
understanding of the past. Analyse the evidence critically. Interpretation involves 
piecing together fragments of the past, considering biases, and constructing 
narratives that resonate with your audience. The final step is writing and 
communication. Share your findings through articles, books, presentations, or 
exhibits. Effective communication is essential to making local history accessible 
and relevant. Thus you can make a fascinating journey that connects the past to 
the present.

UNIT
3

SG
O
U



65SGOU - SLM - M.A. HISTORY - Introduction to Local History Writing

Discussion

2.3.1 Organisation of Data from Known to 
the Unknown

When it comes to organising historical data from known to 
unknown in local history, the following has to be considered. 
In historical research on local history, understanding sources 
is crucial. These sources provide insights into the past and 
help us piece together narratives. The researcher tries to get 
answers to his research questions or fulfil the objectives of 
research. Study data along with presentation, interpretation 
and analysis of information. After obtaining these refined 
research data, which are a set of values on one or more 
observational units. The information opened in the form of 
facts or figures obtained from experience or surveys, use as a 
basis for making calculations or drawing conclusions. 

It is to be noted that data can take many forms. It may be a 
set of numbers, alphanumeric or strings. A researcher at this 
stage should understand every phenomenon numerically 
and present the information specifically and make analysis 
easy. They are also needed to make comparisons of 
different phenomena by figures and charts and establish 
the mathematical relationship between the variable and 
observational units. Having done so you have to draw the 
inference for the observing procedure system, different 
forms of information, primary, secondary, cross section, 
categorical time series and spatial and overlaid data. 

Research data is in the form of facts. Observations, images, 
computer program, measurements or experiences on which 
an argument, theory or hypothesis  is tested. Research output 
is based on the data which are distinct pieces of information, 
usually formatted in a special way. To produce original 
research, data must be collected, observed, or created for 
analysis purposes.

Research collections may include slides, artefacts, 

	♦ Local History 
research 
framework

	♦ Data 
interpretation 
and analysis

	♦ Research data 

Keywords
Variable, Spatial, Cross Section, Qualitative, Quantitative, Validation, 
Authenticity, Interviewer, Interviewee, Transcripts, Indexes
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specimens and samples. They are primary materials, as factual 
records, and they are commonly accepted in the research 
community as necessary to validate research findings. 
Primary data sources can be derived from field surveys, 
field studies, experiments and secondary data forms existing 
published documents,  informal reports  or books. Examples 
of the primary sources include letters, diaries, official reports 
and business records. These original records can be found in 
several media such as print, artwork, and audio and visual 
recording. Secondary sources are interpretations or analysis 
of primary sources. Researchers use them to contextualisze 
and validate their findings. Secondary sources relate closely 
to primary sources and use generalisations, analysis, 
interpretation and synthesis of primary sources. Historians 
evaluate primary sources by considering their authenticity, 
reliability and biases. 

Published reports, films and data can be classified into 
qualitative and quantitative. Qualitative research is non-
static inquiry techniques and processes used to gather data 
about social phenomena. It includes a collection of words, 
symbols, and pictures or other non numeric records, material 
or artefacts collected by the researcher. Quantitative research 
is the type of data that has numerical value with numbers, 
figures and percentage scale of measurement. These types 
of data are used to cover the large field study areas and to 
make them more reliable and valid.

Archives house historical records. Researchers identify 
relevant archives and evaluate their holdings. Analysing 
primary sources in relation to secondary sources helps 
build a comprehensive understanding of historical events 
and organisational dynamics. As discussed above, archival 
sources consist of letters, registers, photographs, maps 
and sound/video recordings. Archival record offices 
preserve and conserve these records depending on their 
historical values. Varieties of records useful for local history 
research kept in archival repositories include manuscripts, 
documents, and records, including digital records, objects 
and audio-visual materials.

2.3.1.1 Archaeological and Literary Sources

Archaeological sources consist of ruins, remains and 
monuments recovered as a result of excavation. Sources 
are subjected to scientific examination. Such sources throw 

	♦ Primary and 
secondary data 
sources

	♦ Classification of 
data

	♦ Archives SG
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light on material life of a locality. Many historical places are 
buried underneath and archaeologists explore these sites 
and that throws light on the life of the people. Archaeological 
sources include inscriptions, coins, proclamations, etc,. 
Coins are another source of historical information. Coins 
give information on political, religious, trade and commerce 
which help us to reconstruct history. 

Literature of various hues like religious, secular accounts 
of foreigners also contain important information. Religious 
literature gives information not only on religious matters but 
contains data on belief system, social, economic life, customs 
and manners, political institutions, culture and value system. 
The non-religious or secular literature includes information 
on law, administration, rules regarding property, criminal 
laws and the like. Accounts of Foreign travellers also throw 
light on historical events and other material evidence.

2.3.1.2  Oral History

Oral history data is an invaluable source for reconstructing 
the history of a locality. It involves important elements 
like preparation, interviewing, preservation and access. 
Historians give careful consideration to each of these 
elements to start with any oral history project. Standard 
guidelines are helpful for preparation and conducting 
interviews. It highlights standard practices that should help 
produce historically valuable and ethically conducted oral 
history documentation.

The oral historian should also develop forms appropriate 
for documenting the process and related agreements. The 
process typically entails two facets; first describing the 
project and process and securing the informed consent of the 
narrator and secondly holding a pre interview discussion to 
assist in the interview.

The Interviewer should become familiar with the person, 
topic and historical context by doing research in primary 
and secondary sources as well as through social engagement 
with individuals and communities and informal one on 
one interactions. Interviewer should create a high quality 
recording of the interview, audio and video, to capture the 
narration accurately with consideration of future audiences 
and long term preservation. Interviewers should educate 
themselves about different interviewing strategies with 
the goal of encouraging the narrator to provide the fullest 

	♦ Archaeological 
evidence

	♦ Comprehensive 
chronicles

	♦  Oral history 
framework

	♦ Thorough 
preparation and 
recording

	♦ Project 
documentation 
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responses to the questions as possible. Oral historians 
should recognise that their narratives are not just isolated 
individuals, they are members of communities some of whom 
have historically complex relationships with researchers.

Oral historians may decide to develop a plan for 
community engagement that benefits both the project and 
the community interviewing. The interview should be 
conducted in a quiet location with minimal background 
noises and possible distractions. The oral history process 
includes gathering soundscapes or ambient sounds, the 
interviewer should be flexible and prepared for the session 
to be cut short, interrupted or possibly to run long along 
with his asking open ended questions and actively listening 
to the answers. Interviewers should ask follow up questions 
seeking additional clarification, elaboration and reflection. 
Interviews should be conducted in a code with any prior 
agreement made with the narrator and interviewers must 
respect the rights of interviewees to refuse to discuss certain 
subjects to restrict access to the interview. We should work 
to achieve a balance between the objectives of the project 
and the perspectives of their narratives. The importance of 
oral history is not only understanding of the past but also of 
the narratives that should mutually strive to record candid 
information of lasting value to future audiences.

The recordings of the interviews should be stored, 
processed, refreshed and accessed according to established 
archival standards designated for the media format used. 
Whenever possible all efforts should be made to preserve 
electronic files in formats that are cross platform and non-
proprietary in order to enhance accessibility of the audio 
or audio video files. Archives should provide written 
documentation such as transcripts, indexes with time tags 
linking to the recording, detailed descriptions of interview 
content or other gates to the contents. All oral history 
interviews after they are made accessible, should strive for 
intellectual honesty and the best application of the skills for 
the display.

2.3.1.3  Methodology for Analysing Historical Sources

Historical research Involves finding, using, interpreting 
and correlating information within primary and secondary 
sources. The collection of historical data is accomplished 
through methodical and comprehensive research in primary 
and secondary data. In the library and archives,  historians 

	♦ Effective oral 
history practices

	♦ Archival 
compliance SG
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are  looking for printed or digitized data. In order to achieve 
this process, they  use methodology or research models. 
In the case of local history writing, as we have discussed 
elsewhere, recorded data is quite scarce or lacking. Oral 
history sources have to be tapped or depended on in this 
situation. Therefore, researchers have to negotiate diverse 
forms of data to complete their task. They adopt various 
search methods to collect historical data and analyse and 
correlate them.

Conventional methodology which generally deals with 
print sources, archaeological, numismatic and secondary 
sources, uses source criticism to make the data reliable and 
credible. Source criticism involves critical textual analysis. 
The external criticism of sources is to establish its authenticity 
and provenance. That is to say, the date, authorship, and 
place of origin should be accurately established before it 
is accepted. Internal criticism is the next step which helps 
accept the document as completely reliable, and the author’s 
trustworthiness is established. The problem with a document 
the researcher often faces is that information comes from 
’indirect witnesses’. In such cases, the historian must look 
for a secondary source to corroborate its credibility.

In the case of Oral tradition or Oral History, certain 
conditions are to be satisfied before accepting the evidence. 
The researcher approaches the oral data with utmost caution, 
if it is not supported by an ‘unbroken series of witnesses’. 
Critical analysis is required, in comparison with other 
evidence such as archaeological remains, to be verified. 
Researchers follow a methodology that combines social 
scientific methods and historical practice. Source criticism 
is done by assessing biases and trustworthiness of sources. 
This step involves understanding the context in which a 
source was created. Triangulation using multiple sources 
to confirm or question interpretations, cross referencing 
different types of records strengthen findings. Hermeneutics 
helps relate sources to their original contexts -this ensures 
robust interpretation by today’s researchers. 

2.3.1.4 Writing and Representation

Once data is collected and analysed, researchers represent 
their findings in publications. This step involves translating 
historical sources into narratives. Effective representation 
ensures that the richness of historical data is conveyed to 
readers. Scholars in organisations and other academic 

	♦ Historical 
research 
methodology

	♦ Critical source 
analysis

	♦ Critical scrutiny 
and triangulation
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fields consider how to present historical sources in their 
publications. Local history writing involves carefully 
examining primary sources, understanding the context and 
weaving them into a coherent narrative. By moving from 
known, i.e., authenticated sources, to unknown, that is, 
interpretations, historians contribute to an understanding of 
the past.

 2.3.2  Geo History of the Lived Landscape
Geo history refers to the study of historical changes in 

landscapes, environments and spatial patterns over time. It 
combines elements of geography, history and archaeology 
to understand how human activities and natural processes 
have shaped the physical world. Geo historical research often 
involves analysing maps, landforms, settlement patterns 
and other spatial data.  Local history writing allows us to 
create a vivid picture of what a village, town or region was 
like in the past. Local history focuses on the stories of people 
who lived and worked in specific areas. 

Beyond individual biographies, local history can delve 
into broader themes such as economic activities, social 
structures, cultural practices and environmental changes. 
Linked together geography and local history result in a 
much meaningful transformation of the region. When 
writing about local history geo historical perspectives enrich 
our understanding of the past and the lived experience 
of the locality brought to the fore. Study of the landscape 
character and investigation as to how the physical landscape 
influenced settlement patterns, land use and community 
development took place over time help the researcher to 
establish the lived experience of the people.

Analysing the origins and meanings of local place 
names, often revealing historical events or features, forms 
an important data to reconstruct the local history. As 
detailed above, archaeological evidence i.e., examining 
artefacts, structures and landforms enable the historian to 
reconstruct past landscapes. Another significant category 
worth examining while writing local history is to trace 
the evolution of territorial boundaries and land divisions. 
Study of the environmental context, consider how natural 
features such as rivers, hills, forests etc shaped human 
activities, constitute a major part of the local history writing. 
Exploring how people perceived and interacted with their 
surroundings engages us to the cultural perception of the 
people.

	♦ Historical 
narrative 
construction

	♦ Spatial history

	♦ Geo-historical 
context

	♦ Local history 
reconstruction
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 Case studies

One notable example is Kodungallur or Pattanam or 
Muziris. This ancient port city is marked by backwaters 
connecting the sea and indicates the ancient geo landscape 
still bordering its limits. Even today, differences in place 
names, architectural styles exist on the backwater lanes. These 
variations have developed due to deep rooted differences in 
society across South India. Geo history enriches local history 
writing by providing insights into the dynamic relationship 
between people, their environment and the ever-changing 
landscape. 

 Lived Landscape

Lived landscape evokes a sense of connection to the 
natural world, capturing the essence of our surroundings. 
These landscapes are not merely static scenes; they breathe, 
change and resonate with life. Nature captured in the form 
of videos or photos showcase serene forests, crashing waves, 
blooming flowers and sunsets over the ocean, will transport 
us to enchanting realms. Landscape photography is an 
important tool to draw the geo canvass of the locality under 
study. Webcams or live web cams are windows to distant 
places without leaving your home. Lived landscapes inspire 
everyone including the researcher. 

2.3.3 Settlement Formations in the Locality
Settlement formations in the local history research 

involve studying the development and characteristics of 
human settlements over time within a specific locality. This 
includes examining the physical layout, social structures, 
economic activities and cultural practices that have shaped 
the area. Regional and local history research has evolved 
over the past 50 years incorporating various rural and 
urban trends, themes and phenomena. Researchers have 
combined traditional local methodologies with integrative 
multidisciplinary approaches to better understand the 
complexities of settlement formations. 

The relationship between settlements and rivers is also a 
significant aspect of local history research. This encompasses 
how settlements have been influenced by their proximity to 
rivers which often serve as a source of water transportation 
routes and fertile land for agriculture. If you are conducting 
local history research on settlement formations, it is 
important to consider both the historical context and the 

	♦ Historical 
Continuity

	♦ Dynamic 
connection to 
nature

	♦ Settlement 
evolution

	♦ Relationship 
between rivers 
and settlements
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current state of locality. This may involve archival research, 
fieldwork, and interviews with local residents and analysis 
of geographical data. 

River basin is the geographical unit most commonly 
imprinted by human activities, leading to a highly variable 
environment to have complex human- land relationships. 
Most of the world’s civilizations have been cultivated by 
rivers or originated from river basin areas, allowing human 
settlements.  Rivers interacted with man and thereby 
developed a co-evolutionary process and created an internal 
dynamic coupling mechanism. 

2.3.3.1 Environmental Changes and Migration 

Environmental changes and river fluctuations shaped 
the morphology of settlements on the locality, regional 
culture, landscapes along the river. Diverse urban and 
rural settlement networks presented ’’unique localities’’, 
which became a key element in maintaining self-identity, 
regional cultural confidence and local cultural identity in 
the built environment. A built environment is the result of 
the natural, cultural and socio-economic process that have 
been constructed through space, time and experience. The 
relationship between humans, ecology and river systems 
as well as the core connotation of human needs and values 
have varied over time. Therefore, the settlement- river 
relationship varies spacio -temporal characteristics and 
experiences in different stages. 

2.3.3.2 Settlement Change over Time

Demographic shifts or changes in population size, age, 
and distribution and migration patterns can significantly 
alter the character and needs of a settlement. Following 
factors contribute to the demographic changes. 

	♦ Economic development - The rise or decline of 
industries, the introduction of new technologies 
and changes in trade can transform the economic 
landscape of a settlement. 

	♦ Urbanisation - The movement of people from 
rural to urban areas often leads to the growth of 
cities and changes in land use.

	♦ Environmental factors - Natural events like 
floods, earthquakes or climate change can force 
settlement to adapt or relocate. Political decisions 

	♦ Human-river 
dynamics

	♦  Unique localities
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related to land use, infrastructure development 
and zoning can shape the growth and structure 
of settlements. 

	♦ Cultural influence - The spread of cultural prac-
tices, languages and religions can impact the 
social structure of a settlement. These factors 
interact in complex ways leading to continuous 
evolution in the size, layout, function and identi-
ty of settlements. Understanding these dynamics 
is crucial for urban planning conservation efforts 
and historical research. 

2.3.4 The Socio-Cultural and Political For-
mations of the Locality 

The social, cultural, and political formations of a locality 
are influenced by various factors, including cultural identity, 
shared beliefs, values, customs, traditions, social structures, 
societal organization based on family class, religion, 
ethnicity, community practices, activities, events, language, 
and communication. Language serves as a means to express 
cultural identity and facilitate social interactions, fostering a 
sense of community and unity.

Community policy making involves decision-making 
processes and power exercise within the community, 
addressing local needs and priorities. It involves political 
participation, public debate, and advocacy. Community 
members also participate in legal frameworks, laws, and 
regulations that govern behavior and resolve disputes 
within the locality. These formations are dynamic and can 
change overtime due to internal developments or external 
influences such as globalization, migration, economic shifts 
and technological advancements. Understanding the socio-
cultural and political formations of a locality is crucial for 
effective community development policy making and 
fostering social cohesion.

	♦ Factors 
contributed to 
demographic 
changes

	♦ Elements of 
community 
formation 
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The writing of the narrative is one of the most critical phases in local history 
research, as it involves organising, interpreting, and synthesising data into 
a coherent story. The narrative must integrate geographical, social, cultural, 
and political threads to provide a comprehensive account of the past. For 
communities like coastal villages or hill settlements, the narrative must reflect 
the lived experiences of the people while placing them within broader historical 
frameworks. The narrative structure is essential for future readers to understand 
the area’s history.

The organisation of data is crucial for a coherent narrative. Resources, such as 
archival records, oral histories, archaeological finds, and literary sources, must 
be grouped into themes. The diversity of these sources, from ancient palm-leaf 
manuscripts to local oral traditions, requires careful attention. Historians must 
interpret these sources, filling gaps between known facts and providing analysis 
to explain unknown parts of the historical puzzle. This requires understanding 
the local context and broader historical forces. In Kerala, where regional histories 
are often intertwined with caste dynamics, religious practices, and colonial 
legacies, skillful interpretation and thoughtful analysis are essential.

The research process involves a variety of sources, including archival 
documents, archaeological evidence, literary texts, and oral traditions. Each type 
of source offers a unique perspective on the past. Archival documents provide 
direct evidence of historical events, while archaeological artefacts offer physical 
clues about settlement patterns or cultural practices. Literary sources reveal 
popular perceptions of key events or figures, while oral traditions offer insights 
into a community’s cultural memory. However, each source has limitations, 
and the historian must apply scientific methodology to analyse context and 
corroborate evidence. For instance, cross-referencing oral traditions with other 
forms of evidence is crucial.

The lived landscape of a region is a crucial source of information for historians. 
In Kerala, the natural environment, including rivers, forests, and mountains, 
significantly influences settlement patterns, economic activities, and cultural 
practices. Studying the landscape allows researchers to visualise transitions 
over time, such as shifts in settlement locations due to environmental changes or 
the introduction of new agricultural practices. For example, the introduction of 
commercial crops like rubber or spices has significantly influenced the economy 
and social structure of rural areas. Understanding these changes is essential for 
creating an accurate and engaging local history that reflects the community’s 
continuity and evolution.

The researcher must analyse the socio-cultural and political formations of a 
locality to understand its historical development. In Kerala, the caste system, 
religious movements, and colonial rule have significantly shaped the political and 

Summarised Overview
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1.	 Briefly examine the method of bringing out data from the known sourc-
es to the unknown.

2.	 Explain the importance of archaeological sources in writing local                
history.

3.	 Examine the importance of interdisciplinary approach in local history 
writing. 

4.	 Explain different processes involved in the writing of local history.
5.	 Differentiate primary sources and secondary sources of historical                

research. How are their reliability and validity tested?
6.	 Describe the step-by-step procedures for collecting oral history,                        

including reviewing and recording interviews. What challenges might 
an interviewer face when dealing with interviewees? 

7.	 Discuss strategies a researcher can use to avoid bias in research writing.
8.	 Identify the ethical issues related to privacy, consent, and cultural               

sensitivity in historical research. 
9.	 Evaluate how community engagement and field visits can be helpful in 

formulating sources for local histories research.

Assignments

social structures of different communities. The researcher must trace how these 
forces influenced the locality’s growth, from early interactions between rulers and 
European traders to recent socio-political movements. Following previous case 
studies can help understand the natural and social markers that define a locality. 
Analysing other historians’ approaches can refine the researcher’s methodology 
and create a detailed account of the local history.
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Space for Learner Engagement for Objective Questions
Learners are encouraged to develop objective questions based on the content in the 

paragraph as a sign of their comprehension of the content. The Learners may reflect on the 
recap bullets and relate their understanding with the narrative in order to frame objective 
questions from the given text. The University expects that 1 - 2 questions are developed for 
each paragraph. The space given below can be used for listing the questions.
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t-_-m-[-c-i-v-a-n-b-nÂ X-n-f-§-p-h-m³

Ú-m-\-t-I-{-µ-t-a P-z-e-n-¡-t-W

I-p-c-o-¸-p-g- {-i-o-I-p-a-mÀ
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