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The central question posed by these articles is whether the concept of
lieux de mémoire, developed by Pierre Nora to explore French nation-
al identity in the 1980s, can be employed in the very different terrain
of imperial history. The answer is a resounding yes, though the term
itself must be revised to fit the contours of colonial and postcolonial
societies, which were and remain transnational in character. Rudyard
Kipling put it succinctly in his aphorism: ‘What does he know of
England who only England knows?’ Retreat from empire left so
many traces in both colonizer and colonized that neither could wash
off the marks of their shared past.

That is why one way to adapt the notion of lieux de mémoire in
postcolonial scholarship is to insist upon the hybrid character of colo-
nial and postcolonial sites of memory. Each and every one is a
palimpsest, an overwritten text, with patterns emerging that varied
from the intention of the authors. Here I would like to use the word
‘palimpsest’ as something that is reused or altered but still bears vis-
ible traces of its earlier form. The Oxford English Dictionary gives
this example: ‘This house is a palimpsest of the taste of successive
owners.’ It is possible to use the term to describe a manuscript which
had an original meaning scraped away, but the usage I would like to
borrow enables us to see better how we layer meaning on top of
meaning to make sense of the world in which we live.

With this sense of the word ‘palimpsest’ in mind, we can under-
stand more fully Aleida Assmann’s powerful claim that we do not
have the simple choice of seeing only amnesia or liberation narratives
when we gaze at imperial lieux de mémoire. Surveying traces of impe-
rial history reinforces the sense that sites of memory are destabiliz-
ing, in that they tend to undermine any simple account of the impe-
rial past. Messages written over messages are rarely easy to decipher.

Part of the problem with assigning meaning to imperial lieux de
mémoire is located in imperial military history. Native troops main-
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tained order in Africa and
South Asia for generations.
In the two world wars,
they fought and died for
their imperial masters. Was
their service part of the
price they paid for free-
dom? Or did they engage
in co-ex ploitation of their
own people? Why were the
pensions paid to the
Tirailleurs Sénégalais so
mis    erable? As Brigitte
Rein     wald has shown, in
the First World War, 30,000
of the 170,000 sub-Saharan
African men who served in
French forces were killed.
This death rate equalled
that in the army as a whole.
That the French did not
recognize their sacrifice in
adequate material or sym-
bolic ways is hardly sur-

prising, given the fact that about 1.5 million French soldiers lost their
lives in the war. African losses constituted about 2 per cent of the total.1

The same problem applies in India. Since 1817 Gurkha soldiers
had served in British uniforms, first for the East India Company and
then for the Queen Empress. Millions of other Indians saw service in
the British Indian Army in the two world wars. Did they perpetuate
the Raj or indirectly help liberate their country? Both are true.

When we survey war memorials to Indian troops either on the
Western Front or in India, the same ambiguities surface. The Imperial
(now Commonwealth) War Graves Commission built and still main-
tains an Indian war memorial at Neuve Chapelle, in northern France
(see Fig. 7.1). The motifs at this lieu de mémoire are imperial and
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table 3.4, 75.

Figure 7.1. Neuve Chapelle.



Indian. There is in the centre a fifteen-metre high column, with a
lotus capital, the Star of India and the Imperial Crown. On either side
of the column are two stone tigers. Why did the men buried there
die? Did they help liberate India or renew its oppression? No one
need choose between these stark and inseparable alternatives. Many
narratives are imbedded in the very same site.

Sir Edwin Lutyens’s India Gate or All India War Memorial in New
Delhi (see Fig. 7.2) shows the same ambiguities. The inscription on the
gate dedicates it: ‘To the dead of the Indian armies who fell honoured
in France and Flanders Mesopotamia and Persia East Africa Gallipoli
and elsewhere in the near and the far-east and in sacred memory also
of those whose names are recorded and who fell in India or the north-
west frontier and during the Third Afghan War.’ Were they really
honoured in France? Was theirs the same cause as those who died on
the north-west frontier of the British Empire in India? Does the
Roman triumphal arch constructed by Lutyens  salute empire or those
who died in its defence? And what does it mean now, nearly a centu-
ry after the Great War and sixty years after the end of the Raj?

If there are palimpsests embedded in war memorials, how much
more so is this true with respect to statues or other traces of the Sepoy
mutiny of 1857, or of other mo ments of violence and repression?
Imperial power was al -
ways based on brute force,
even when it ap peared to
be the peaceful conduit of
la mission civilisatrice. The
name ‘Jal lian wala Bagh’ in
Am ritsar is forever associ-
ated with the mas sacre of
hundreds of peace ful pro-
testors, mowed down by
machine gun fire on 10
April 1919. Bullet holes in
the ad joining buildings
have been care fully pre-
served near a monument to
the fallen un veiled in 1961.
Who was re spon sible for
this atrocity? General Reg -
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Figure 7.2. Lutyens’ India Gate.



inald Dyer, who was born in India, gave the order to open fire. The
troops manning the guns were Gurk has, Pathans, and Baloch. The
term ‘co-exploitation’ seems to be appropriate for their be hav iour, but
why not extend it to their service just a few months before when they
were fighting for Britain and against Ger many?

To be sure, such an interrogation might be applied as well to
native-born working-class soldiers of all combatant countries in the
same war. Did they die to preserve the privileges of their social supe-
riors and to share the spoils of empire? Yes and no. In this respect, the
effect of research on imperial themes is to demand greater sophisti-
cation in the application of the term lieux de mémoire to domestic sites
as well. And this is right and proper, since it is clear that we must
avoid simple definitions of memory and remembering as fixed cate-
gories with assigned meanings and unchanging rituals conveying
them to national populations. 

For students of the ‘memory boom’ of the last forty years, this is
good news. It is becoming more and more established that we have
to adopt a dynamic approach to the work of remembrance in gener-
al and to the interpretation of lieux de mémoire in particular. Here we
have good company among scholars in other disciplines. The work of
cognitive psychologists has reinforced the notion that the act of recall -
ing the past is a dynamic, shifting process, dependent on notions of
the future as much as on images of the past.2 From this perspective,
we need to see that memory is the product of a multitude of separate
impulses, drawn together in the form of a collage, or approximation
of a past event. Daniel Schacter notes that our memories are not pho-
tographic, producing snapshots of the past. Instead ‘we recreate or
reconstruct our experiences rather than retrieve copies of them.
Sometimes in the process of reconstructing we add feelings, beliefs,
or even knowledge we obtained after the experience. In other words,
we bias our memories of the past by attributing to them emotions or
knowledge we acquired after the event.’3 Memories are overwritten
time and again, and even when considering the same event or object,
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each memory is unique. Conceiving of memory as a palimpsest is
more useful than sticking to the more mechanical and misleading
metaphors describing our minds or our memories as libraries, arch -
ives, hard disks, and the like.

This approach to the notion of memory as unstable, plastic, syn-
thetic, and repeatedly reshaped is entirely suitable for the exploration
of collective remembrance in postcolonial times. Instead of focusing
on symbols as stabilizers of national identities, we observe the ways
in which symbols and cultural practices reflect plural identities, con-
tradictory histories, and contested narratives about national identi-
ties, colonization, imperial power, and their aftermath.

Multi-vocality is the order of the day, and the studies of British
India and French Africa presented in this collection show the absurd-
ity of retaining an internal, inner-directed, narrowly national frame-
work for the study of remembrance either in the core or on the
periphery, however defined. The central point here is that national
populations were not homogeneous in the late nineteenth century,
when empires were at their apogee, and they are even less so today.
In the heyday of the formation of national identities, massive immi-
gration from Eastern to Western Europe and across the Atlantic cre-
ated hybrid populations with multiple identities throughout the
world. As Reinwald points out, the very last French veteran of the
Great War who died at the age of 110 in 2008 was not French; he was
Italian. He was given a state funeral, and the French President cele-
brated the life of this one man as pointing away from nations at war
and towards a united Europe.

From the time of Ernest Renan4 at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury to Benedict Anderson’s seminal study of ‘imagined communi-
ties’,5 the nation-state and the mobilizing power of nationalism have
provided the force and focus of several generations of scholarship on
lieux de mémoire. Since the 1960s, though, a different international
environment and a different intellectual climate have emerged. The
term ‘transnational’ is a snapshot of what has happened, and has
substantial advantages over the term ‘globalization’. In some impor-
tant respects, what we term globalization is merely the reiteration of
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trends in motion before the First World War. But whatever term we
use, the huge movements of capital, goods, and labour in the late
twentieth century and after present us with a changing demographic
transnational landscape. To be sure, the nation-state has not died; but
its power has been eroded in part by a surge in emigration from what
we now term the ‘South’ and to the ‘North’. An unspecified but very
large part of this population movement is illegal. That is, people have
moved from ‘developing’ to ‘developed’ nations through normal visa
channels if they can, but through illicit channels when they must.

It is necessary, therefore, to update the notion of lieux de mémoire
to reflect the increasingly cosmopolitan nature of the world in which
we live. It no longer makes sense to divide our subject into national
units or more generally into European and extra-European domains.
Too many people have voted with their feet against the old divide,
and are around us, visible if we choose to see them.

This dramatic move in population history is a challenge to the
integrity of the nation-state. In many parts of the world, the state is
less that institution with the authority to declare war than that insti-
tution with the power to determine who enters its territory. That
power is now in question. The result is the presence among us of very
large ‘silent’ trans-national populations, people who live in two
countries at the same time. They are silent, in that they are not sup-
posed to be here. If they speak up, they are likely to call attention to
their illicit presence. They occupy menial jobs in developed
economies, and constitute a huge reservoir of poorly paid labour.
They are silent, too, in that they have no political voice in the coun-
try to which they have come. On occasion, that can mean they have
no rights at all, and face hostility, harassment, abuse, violence,
exploitation, arrest, and deportation.

This changing demographic reality has had an effect on the way
we look at the nation-state, and at the historical questions we ask
about our common cultural heritage. If ‘memory’ and ‘forgetting’
bracketed our understanding of nationhood and nationalism at the
high water mark of what Charles Maier termed the ‘age of territori-
ality’,6 then now, in a transnational age, it is important for us to
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develop a wider vocabulary to explore the sphere of signifying prac-
tices in the contemporary world.

To this end an insistence on the multi-layered nature of the narra-
tives we construct about the past is an essential first step. If a
palimpsest is an overwritten text, then that is what we have when we
reflect on the incompatible and contradictory stories we tell ourselves
and each other about our violent, imperial history. That past will not
go away. Nor will the reflexes of great powers to preserve or restore
their domination of countries nominally independent. In the media,
the nation still has its troubadours who will sing its song for a fee.
There are other songs to be heard, though, both about today and
about yesterday, songs in different languages and with different
rhythms. They celebrate plurality and embrace contradiction as our
unavoidable fate. It may not be easy to find one line or one national
story when we visit lieux de mémoire. But when we look at them, and
gaze at the mixed messages they transmit, we may come to see how
mirror-like they are, reflecting back the faces of us all.
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