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Genealogy is gray, meticulous and patiently documentary.
It operates on a field of entangled and confused parchments,

on documents that have been scratched over and recopied

many times.

—Foucault, The Archaelogy of Knowledge and the Discourse

on Language

his essay is about the colonial order of things as seen

through its archival productions. It asks what in-
sights about the colonial might be gained from attending
not only to colonialism’s archival content but to its par-
ticular and sometimes peculiar form. Its focus is on
archiving as a process rather than archives as things. It
looks to archives as epistemological experiments rather
than as sources—to colonial archives as cross-sections of
contested knowledge. Most important, I want to suggest
that colonial archives were both transparencies on which
power relations were inscribed and intricate technologies
of rule in themselves. The essay’s concerns are two: to sit-
uate new approaches to colonial archives within the
broader “historic turn” of the last two decades and to
suggest what critical histories of the colonial have to gain
by turning further toward a politics of knowledge that
reckons with archival genres, cultures of documentation,
fictions of access, and archival conventions.

Archives, Epistemological Skepticism, and the
Historic Turn

Some four decades after the British social anthropologist
Evans-Pritchard’s unheeded warning that anthropology
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would have to choose between being history or being
nothing and Lévi-Strauss’s counterclaim that accorded his-
tory neither “special value” nor privileged analytic space,
students of culture have taken up a transformative ven-
ture, celebrating with unprecedented relish what has come
to be called “the historic turn.”* Some might argue that
anthropology’s engagement with history over the last two
decades, unlike that recent turn in other disciplines, has
not been a turn at all but rather a return to its founding
principles, inquiry into cumulative processes of cultural
production but without the typological aspirations and
evolutionary assumptions once embraced. Others might
counter that the feverish turn to history represents a signi-
ficant departure from an earlier venture, a more explicit
rupture with anthropology’s long-standing complicity in
colonial politics.> As such, one could argue that the his-
toric turn signals not a turn to history per se but a differ-
ent reflection on the politics of knowledge—a further re-
jection of the categories and cultural distinctions on which
imperial rule was once invested and on which postcolonial
state practices have continued to be based.

Engagement with the uses and abuses of the past per-
vades the disciplines but nowhere more than in this
burgeoning area of colonial ethnography. Over the last
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decade students of the colonial have challenged the cat-
egories, conceptual frame, and practices of colonial au-
thorities and their taxonomic states.> Questioning the
making of colonial knowledge and the privileged social
categories it produced has revamped what students of
the colonial take to be sources of knowledge and what
to expect of them. Attention to the intimate domains in
which colonial states intervened has prompted reconsid-
eration of what we hold to be the foundations of Euro-
pean authority and its key technologies.* In treating
colonialism as a history of the present rather than as a
metaphor of it, a new generation of scholars are taking
up Michel De Certeau’s invitation to “prowl” new ter-
rain as they reimagine what sorts of situated knowledge
have produced both colonial sources and their own re-
spective locations in the “historiographic operation.”’
Some students of colonialism are rereading those ar-
chives against popular memory;*® others are attending to
how colonial documents have been requisitioned and re-
cycled to confirm old entitlements or to make new polit-
ical demands. As part of a wider impulse, we are no
longer studying things but rather the making of them.
Students of colonialisms inside and outside of anthro-
pology are spending as much time rethinking what con-
stitutes the colonial archive as they are reconsidering
how written documents collide and converge with colo-
nial memories in the postcolonial field.

But if Evans-Pritchard’s warning some thirty-five
years ago that “anthropologists have tended to be un-
critical in their use of documentary sources” had little
resonance at the time, it has more today. For however
deep and full the archival turn has been in postcolonial
scholarship of the 1990s, what is more surprising is how
thin and tentative it can still remain.” Anthropologists
may no longer look at archives as the stuff of another
discipline. Nor are these archives treated as inert sites of
storage and conservation.? But archival labor tends to
remain more an extractive enterprise than an ethno-
graphic one. Documents are still invoked piecemeal and
selectively to confirm the colonial invention of tradi-
tional practices or to underscore cultural claims.

Anthropology has never committed itself to “ex-
haust” the sources, as Bernard Cohn once chided the
historical profession for doing with such moral fervor.
But the extractive metaphor remains relevant to both.?
Students of the colonial “mine” the content of govern-
ment commissions and reports but rarely attend to their
peculiar form. We look at exemplary documents rather
than at the genealogies of their redundance. We warily
quote examples of colonial excesses—if uneasy with the

pathos and voyeurism that such citations entail. We
may readily mock fetishisms of the historian’s craft, but
there remains the shared conviction that access to what
is classified and confidential are the coveted findings of
our sound and shrewd intellectual labors.* The ability
to procure them measures scholarly worth. Not least
is the shared conviction that such guarded treasures are
the sites where the secrets of the colonial state are really
stored.

There are a number of ways to frame the sort of chal-
lenge I have in mind, but at least one seems obvious:
steeped as students of culture have been in treating
ethnographies as texts, we are just nOw critically reflect-
ing on the making of documents and how we choose to
use them, on archives not as sites of knowledge retrieval
but as sites of knowledge production, on archives as
monuments of states as well as sites of state ethnography.
This is not a rejection of colonial archives as sources of
the past. Rather, it signals a more sustained engagement
with those archives as cultural artifacts of fact produc-
tion, of taxonomies in the making, and of disparate no-
tions of what made up colonial authority.

As both Ranajit Guha and Greg Dening long have
warned, “sources” are not “springs of real meaning,”
«fonts” of colonial truths in themselves.’™ Whether doc-
uments are trustworthy, authentic, and reliable remain
pressing questions, but a turn to the social and political
conditions that produced those documents, what Carlo
Ginzburg has called their “evidentiary paradigms,” has
altered the sense of what trust and reliability might sig-
nal and politically entail. The task is less to distinguish
fetion from fact than to track the production and con-
sumption of those facticities themselves. With this move,
colonial studies is steering in a different direction, to-
ward inquiry into the grids of intelligibility that pro-
duced those “evidential paradigms” at a particular time,
for a particular contingent, and in a particular way.**

Students of the colonial have come to see appropria-
tions of colonial history as infused with political agen-
das, making some stories eligible for historical rehearsal
and others not. Troubling questions about how per-
sonal memories are shaped and effaced by states too
have placed analytic emphasis on how past practices are
winnowed for future uses and future projects.™ Such
queries invite a turn back to documentation itself, to the
“teaching” task that the Latin root docere implies, to
what and who was being educated in the bureaucratic
shuffle of rote formulas, generic plots, and prescriptive
asides that make up the bulk of a colonial archive. The
issue of official bias gives way to a different challenge: to
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identify the conditions of possibility that shaped what
could be written, what warranted repetition, what com-
petencies were rewarded in archival writing, what stories
could not be told, and what could not be said. Andrew
Ashforth may have overstated the case in his study of
South Africa’s Native Affairs Commission, when he
noted that “the real seat of power” in modern states is
“the bureau, the locus of writing,” but he may not have
been far off the mark.*s That every document comes lay-
ered with the received account of earlier events and the
cultural semantics of a political moment makes one point
clear. What constitutes the archive, what form it takes,
and what systems of classification signal at specific times
are the very substance of colonial politics.

From Extraction to Ethnography
in the Colonial Archives

The transformation of archival activity is the point of
departure and the condition of a new history.
—De Certeau, “The Historiographic Operation”

If one could say that archives were once treated as a
means to an end by students of history, this is no longer
the case today. The pleasures of “a well-stocked manu-
script room with its ease of access and aura of quiet de-
tachment” are a thing of the past.’® Over the last decade,
epistemological skepticism has taken cultural and histor-
ical studies by storm. A focus on history as narrative and
on history writing as a charged political act has made the
thinking about archives no longer the pedestrian preoc-
cupation of “spade-work” historians, of flat-footed ar-
chivists, or the entry requirements of fledgling initiates
compelled to show mastery of the tools of their trade.
The “archive” has been elevated to new theoretical sta-
tus, with enough cachet to warrant distinct billing, wor-
thy of scrutiny on its own. Jacques Derrida’s Archive
Fever compellingly captured that impulse by giving it a
name and by providing an explicit and evocative vocab-
ulary for its legitimation in critical theory.”” But Natalie
Davis’s Fiction in the Archives, Roberto Gonzalez Eche-
varria’s Myth and Archive, Richard Thomas’s Imperial
Archive, and Sonia Coombe’s Archives Interdites, to
name but a few, suggest that Derrida’s splash came only
after the archival turn had already been made.8

This move from archive as source to archive as subject
gains its contemporary currency from a range of differ-
ent analytic shifts, practical concerns, and political proj-
ects. For some, as in the nuanced archival forays of Greg

Dening, it represents a turn back to the meticulous “po-
etics of detail.”” To others—such as Michel-Rolph
Trouillot in his treatment of the archival silences of the
Haitian Revolution and David William Cohen in his
“combings of history”—it signals a new grappling with
the production of history: what accounts get authorized,
what procedures were required, and what about the past
is possible to know.>* For Bonnie Smith, archival re-
search along with “the seminar” were the nineteenth-
century sites where science was marked with gendered
credentials.?® Archivists obviously have been thinking
about the nature and history of archives for some time.>*
What marks this moment is the profusion of fora in
which historians are joining archivists in new conversa-
tions about documentary evidence, record keeping, and
archival theory.?3 Both are worrying about the politics of
storage, about what information matters, and about
what should be retained of an archive as paper collec-
tions give way to digital forms.+

In cultural theory, “the archive” is endowed with a
capital A, is figurative, and leads elsewhere. It may repre-
sent neither material site nor a set of documents. Rather,
it may serve as a strong metaphor for any corpus of selec-
tive forgettings and collections—and, as important, for
the seductions and longings that such quests for, and ac-
cumulations of, the primary, originary, and untouched
entail.>s For those inspired more directly by Foucault’s
Archaeology of Knowledge, the archive is not an institu-
tion but “the law of what can be said,” not a library of
events but “that system that establishes statements as
events and things, that “system of their enunciabilities.”2¢

From whichever vantage point (and there are more
than these), the archival turn registers a rethinking of the
materiality and imaginary of collections and of what
kinds of truth claims lie in documentation.?? Such a turn
converges with a profusion of new work in the history of
science that is neither figuratively or literally about ar-
chives at all. T think here of Ian Hacking’s studies of the
political history of probability theory and state invest-
ments in the “taming of chance”; Steven Shapin’s analy-
sis of the social history of scientific truths, where he traces
the power to predict as one enjoyed by, and reserved for,
cultured and reliable men; Mary Poovey’s work on how
the notion of the “modern fact” was historically pro-
duced; Alain Desrosieres’s study (among many others) on
statistics as a science of the state and Silvana Patriarca’s
study on statistics as a modern mode of representation;
and Lorraine Daston’s analysis of the development of
classical probability theory as a means of measuring the
incertitudes of a modernizing world.?# One could also
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add Anthony Grafton’s essays on footnotes as the lines
that lead into moral communities and their claims to
truth.??

What these all have in common is a concern with the
legitimating social coordinates of epistemologies: how
people imagine they know what they know and what in-
stitutions validate that knowledge. None treat the con-
ventions and categories of analysis (statistics, facts,
truths, probability, and footnotes) as innocuous or be-
nign. All converge on questions about rules of reliability
and trust, criteria of credence, and what moral projects
and political predictabilites are served. All ask a similar
set of historical questions about accredited knowledge
and power—what political forces, social cues, and moral
virtues produce qualified knowledges that in turn dis-
qualify others. To my mind, there is no area of scholar-
ship more relevant to how we view archival conventions
and their archiving states.

But the archival turn can be traced through other ven-
ues as well, suggesting that something resembling ethnog-
raphy in an archival mode has been around for some time.
Carlo Ginzburg’s microhistory of a sixteenth-century
miller, like Natalie Davis’s use of pardon tales in Fiction
in the Archives, drew on “hostile” documents to reveal
“the gap between the image underlying the interrogations
of judges and the actual testimony of the accused.”3° Nei-
ther was intended as an ethnography of the archive, but
both gesture in that direction. In Davis’s explicit attention
to “how people told stories, what they thought a good
story was, how they accounted for motive,” these six-
teenth-century letters of remission are shown to recount
more than their peasant authors’ sober tales. Pardon tales
registered the “constraints of the law,” the monopoly on
public justice of royal power, and the mercy that the
monarchy increasingly claimed.?* Davis’s “fiction in the
archives” demonstrated fashioned stories that spoke to
moral truths, drew on shared metaphors and high literary
culture, and depended on the power of the state and the
archived inscriptions of its authority.

While recent participants in the archival turn have
been taken with Derrida’s contention that “there is no
political power without control of the archive,” this in-
sistence on the link between what counts as knowledge
and who has power has long been a founding principle
of colonial ethnography.3* Trouillot’s insistence in his
study of the Haitian Revolution that “historical narra-
tives are premised on previous understandings, which are
themselves premised on the distribution of archival
power,” allowed him to track the effacement of archival
traces and the imposed silences that people have moved

around and beyond.33 Nicholas Dirks’s observation that
early colonial historiographies in British India were de-
pendent on native informants who were later written out
of those histories drew attention to the relationship be-
tween archiving, experts, and knowledge production.34
Christopher Bayly’s more recent focus on the ways in
which the British intelligence service in colonial India
worked through native channels places the state’s access
to “information” as a nodal point in the art of gover-
nance and as a highly contested terrain.?s My own exam-
ination of those “hierarchies of credibility” that shaped
colonial narratives in the Netherlands Indies attended to
the “storyed” distributions of the state’s paper produc-
tion. Not least, I sought to trace how rumors spread by
a beleaguered native population disrupted the criteria of
what made up a reasonable, reliable, and readable plot.3¢

As Foucault provocatively warned, the archive is nei-
ther the sum of all texts that a culture preserves nor those
institutions that allow for that record and preservation.
The archive is, rather, that “system of statements,” those
“rules of practice” that shape the specific regularities of
what can and cannot be said.3” Students of colonialism
have wrestled with this formulation to capture what ren-
ders colonial archives both as documents of exclusions
and as monuments to particular configurations of power.

Both Gonzalez Echevarria and Thomas follow Fou-
cault in treating the imperial archive as “the fantastic
representation of an epistemological master pattern.”?®
For Thomas that archive is material and figurative, a
metaphor of an unfulfilled but shared British imperial
imagination. The imperial archive was both the supreme
technology of the late nineteenth-century imperial state
and the telling prototype of a postmodern one, predi-
cated on global domination of information and the cir-
cuits through which facticities move. Gonzalez Echevar-
ria locates the archive as both relic and ruin, a repository
of codified beliefs, genres for bearing witness, clustered
connections between secrecy, power, and the law.3? It
was the legitimating discourses of the Spanish colonial
archives, he argues, that provided the Latin American
novel with its specific content and thematic form. For

. both Thomas and Gonzalez Echevarria, the archive is a

template that decodes something else. Both push us to
think differently about archival fictions but reserve their
fine-grained analysis for literature, not the colonial ar-
chives themselves.4°

Whether the “archive” should be treated as a set of
discursive rules, a utopian project, a depot of documents,
a corpus of statements, or all of the above is not really
the question. Colonial archives were both sites of the
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imaginary and institutions that fashioned histories as
they concealed, revealed, and reproduced the power of
the state.4* Power and control, as many scholars have
pointed out, are fundamental to the etymology of the
term archive.4* From the Latin archivuum, “residence of
the magistrate,” and from the Greek arkbe, “to com-
mand,” colonial archives ordered (in both the imperative
and taxonomic sense) the criteria of evidence, proof, tes-
timony, and witnessing to construct their moral narra-
tions. “Factual storytelling,” moralizing stories, and
multiple versions—features that Hayden White ascribes
to what counts as history—make sense of which specific
plots “worked” in the colonial archives as well.43 It was
in factual stories that the colonial state affirmed its fic-
tions to itself, in moralizing stories that it mapped the
scope of its philanthropic missions, and in multiple and
contested versions that cultural accounts were discred-
ited or restored.

Viewed in this perspective, it is clear that the nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century archives of the Dutch
administration in the Indies were not to be read in any
which way. Issues were rendered important by how they
were classed and discursively framed. Official exchanges
between the governor-general and his subordinates, be-
tween the governor-general and the minister of colonies,
and between the minister and the king were reference
guides to administrative thinking, abbreviated cheat
sheets of what counted as precedent, what was deemed
relevant, and what were to be considered “concerns of
state.” Appended with expert testimonies and commis-
sioned reports, dossiers traced who cribbed from whom
in the chain of command. Attention to moments of dis-
trust and dispersion, reversals of power, and ruptures in
contract have been the trademarks of critical political
and social history for some time. What has changed is
how effectively these moments identify, how what
Richard Thomas has called these “paper empires” filed
and classified as a part of their technologies of rule.+4

If it is obvious that colonial archives are products of
state machines, it is less obvious that they are, in their
own right, technologies that reproduced those states
themselves.#5 Systems of written accountability were the
products of institutions, but paper trails (such as weekly
reports to superiors, summaries of reports of reports, and
recommendations based on reports) called for an elabo-
rate coding system by which they could be tracked. Colo-
nial statecraft was built on the foundations of statistics
and surveys that demanded an administrative apparatus
to produce and process that information. Multiple cir-
cuits of communication—shipping lines, courier services,

and telegraphs—were funded by state coffers, and systems
of taxation were amplified to keep them flush. Colonial
publishing houses made sure that documents were selec-
tively disseminated, duplicated, or destroyed. Colonial
office buildings were constructed to make sure they were
properly cataloged and stored. And not unlike the broader
racialized regime in which archives were produced, the
“mixed-blood,” “Indo” youths, barred from rising in the
civil service ranks, were the scribes that made the system
run. Employed as clerks and copyists in the colonial bu-
reaucracy, they were commonly referred to as “copy ma-
chines” and then disdained for their lack of initiative,
their poor command of Dutch, their skill at imitation,
and their easy adaptation to such degraded roles.

Attention to the epistemic and textual scaffolding of
the colonial state renders an ethnographic reading of the
archives very different from what studies of colonialism
looked like several decades ago, as what constitutes
“ethnography” has radically changed in the same time.
An ethnography “of” and “in” the colonial archives in-
vites more attention to the social relations and material
conditions in which archives were produced, to their ed-
iting or dissenting voices, to how commonsense was
crafted, and to which categories were privileged and re-
silient and which were demoted or ignored.

Along the Archival Grain

If one were to characterize what has informed a critical
approach to the colonial archives over the last fifteen
years, it would be a commitment to the notion of read-
ing colonial archives “against their grain.” Students of
colonialism inspired by political economy were schooled
to write popular histories “from the bottom up,” histo-
ries of resistance that might locate human agency in
small gestures of refusal and silence among the colo-
nized.4¢ As such, engagement with the colonial archives
was devoted to a reading of “upper class sources upside
down” that would reveal the language of rule and the bi-
ases inherent in statist perceptions.*7

The political project was to write “un-State-d” histo-
ries that might demonstrate the warped reality of official
knowledge and the enduring consequences of such polit-
ical distortions. In Ranajit Guha’s formulation, colonial
documents were rhetorical slights of hand that erased the
facts of subjugation, reclassified petty crime as political
subversion, or simply effaced the colonized. The political
stakes were put on the analytic tactics of inversion and
recuperation: an effort to resituate those who appeared
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as objects of colonial discipline as subaltern subjects and
agents of practice who made—albeit constrained—
choices of their own. Within this frame, archival docu-
ments were counterweights to ethnography, not the site
of it.43

But colonial authority and the practices that sustained
it permeated more diverse sites than those pursuing this
“romance of resistance” once imagined. If Marx’s insis-
tence that “people make their own history, but not ex-
actly as they please,” informed these early efforts to
write histories of popular agency, they also underscored
that colonial rule rested on more than the calculated in-
equities of specific relations of production and exchange.
In looking more to the carefully honed cultural represen-
tations of power, students of the colonial have turned
their attention to the practices that privileged certain so-
cial categories and made them “easy to think.” Not least,
we have become more cognizant of how colonial vocab-
ularies can slip surreptitiously from their historical
moorings and reappear as explanatory concepts of his-
torical practice rather than as folk categories that need to
be explained.#?

A focus in colonial studies on those tensions of empire
that were at once intimate and broad has placed sex and
sentiment not as metaphors of empire but as its constitu-
tive elements.s® Appreciating how much the personal was
political has revamped the scope of our archival frames:
housekeeping manuals, child-rearing handbooks, and
medical guides share space with classified state papers,
court proceedings, and commissions as defining texts in
colonialism’s cultures of documentation. Raymond Wil-
liams’s treatment of culture as a site of contested not
shared meaning has prompted students of the colonial to
do the same. In turning from race as a thing to race as a
porous and protean set of relations, colonial histories in-
creasingly dwell on the seams of archived and nonar-
chived ascriptions to redefine colonial subsumptions on a
broader terrain.s* However we frame it, the issue turns
on readings of the archives based on what we take to be
evidence and what we expect to find. How can students
of colonialisms so quickly and confidently turn to read-
ings “against the grain” without moving along their grain
first?> How can we brush against them without a prior
sense of archival texture and its granularity? How can we
compare colonialisms without knowing the circuits of
knowledge production in which they operated and the
racial commensurabilities on which they relied? If a no-
tion of colonial ethnography starts from the premise that
archival production is itself both a process and a power-
ful technology of rule, then we need not only to brush

against the archive’s received categories. We need to read
for its regularities, for its logic of recall, for its densities
and distributions, for its consistencies of misinformation,
omission, and mistake—along the archival grain.

Assuming we know those scripts, I would argue, di-
minishes our analytic possibilities. It rests too comfort-
ably on predictable stories with familiar plots. It diverts
attention from how much colonial history writing has
been shaped by nationalist historiographies and nation-
bound projects. It leaves unquestioned the notion that
colonial states were first and foremost information-hun-
gry machines in which power accrued from the accumu-
lation of more knowledge rather than the quality and re-
distribution of it. Moreover, it takes as a given that
colonial statecraft was motivated and fueled by a reduc-
tive equation of knowledge to power and that colonial
states sought more of both. Not least, it makes irrelevant
failed proposals, utopian visions, and improbable proj-
ects because they never “happened” and thus were “non-
events.”5> Reading only against the grain of the colonial
archive bypasses the power in the production of the ar-
chive itself.

Civilities and Credibilities in Archival Production

If colonial documents reflected the supremacy of reason,
they also recorded an emotional economy manifest in
disparate understandings of what was imagined, what
was feared, what was witnessed, and what was over-
heard. Such a reading turns us to the structures of senti-
ment to which colonial bureaucrats subscribed, to the
formulaic by which they abided, to the mix of dispas-
sionate reason, impassioned plea, cultural script, and
personal experience that made up what they chose to
write to their superiors and in the folds of official view.
Dutch colonial documents register this emotional econ-
omy in several ways: in the measured affect of official
texts, in the biting critique reserved for marginalia, and
in footnotes to official reports where assessments of cul-
tural practice were often relegated and local knowledge
was stored. Steven Shapin’s set of compelling questions
in his social history of truth could be that of colonial his-
torians as well. What, he asks, counted as credible, what
was granted epistemological virtue and by what social
criteria? What sentiments and civilities made for “ex-
pert” colonial knowledge that endowed some persons
with the credentials to generate trustworthy truth claims
that were not conferred on others?

Colonial archives were, as Echevarria notes, legal
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repositories of knowledge and official repositories of pol-
icy. But they were also repositories of good taste and bad
faith. Scribes were charged with making fine-penned
copies. But reports on the colonial order of things to the
governor-general in Batavia and to the minister of
colonies in the Hague often were composed by men of
letters whose status in the colonial hierarchy was
founded as much on their display of European learning
as on their studied ignorance of local knowledge, on
their skill at configuring events into familiar plots, on
their cultivation of the fine arts of deference, dissem-
blance, and persuasion. All rested on subtle use of their
cultural know-how and cultural wares. As Fanny
Colonna once noted for French Algeria, the colonial pol-
itics of knowledge penalized those with too much local
knowledge and those with not enough.s3 In the Indies,
civil servants with too much knowledge of things Ja-
vanese were condemned for not appreciating the virtues
of limited and selective familiarity.

Christopher Bayly, in a thoughtful study of the devel-
opment of an intelligence system by the British in India,
argues that the mastery of “affective knowledge” was an
early concern of the British colonial state, which dimin-
ished throughout the nineteenth century as that state be-
came more hierarchical and as governing became a mat-
ter of routine.54 But I would argue the opposite: that
affective knowledge was at the core of political rational-
ity in its late colonial form. Colonial modernity hinged
on a disciplining of one’s agents, on a policing of the
family, on Orwellian visions of intervention in the culti-
vation of compassion, contempt, and disdain.

The accumulation of affective knowledge was not
then a stage out of which colonial states were eventually
to pass. Key terms of the debates on poor whites and
child-rearing practices from as late as the 1930s, just be-
fore the overthrow of Dutch rule, make that point again
and again. When classified colonial documents argued
against the support of abandoned mixed-blood chil-
dren—and that “mothercare” (moederzorg) should not
be replaced by “care of the state” (staatszorg)—they
were putting affective responsibility at the heart of their
political projects. When these same high officials wrote
back and forth about how best to secure “strong attach-
ments” to the Netherlands among a disaffected, es-
tranged, and growing European population, feeling is the
word that pervades their correspondence. Dutch author-
ities may never have agreed on how to cultivate Euro-
pean sensibilities in their young and on just how early in
a child’s development they imagined they needed to do
so. But at stake in these deliberations over “upbringing”

and “rearing” were disquieted reflections on what it took
to make someone “moved” by one set of sensory regimes
and estranged from others. Colonial states and their au-
thorities, not unlike metropolitan ones, had strong moti-
vation for their abiding interest in the distribution of af-
fect and a strong sense of why it mattered to colonial
politics.

Cultural Logics and Archival Conventions

The archive does not have the weight of tradition; and
it does not constitute the library of libraries, outside
time and place—it reveals the rules of practice. . . . its
threshold of existence is established by the discontinuity
that separates us from what we can no longer say.
—Foucault, The Archaelogy of Knowledge and the
Discourse on Language

One way to refigure our uses of the colonial archive is to
pause at, rather than bypass, its conventions, those prac-
tices that make up its unspoken order of rubric and ref-
erence. Archival conventions might designate who were
reliable “sources,” what constituted “enough” evidence,
and what could be inserted in the absence of informa-
tion. Conventions suggest consensus, but it is not clear
what colonial practitioners actually shared. Archival
conventions were built upon a changing collection of
colonial truths about what were secrets and what mat-
tered to state security, what sorts of actions could be dis-
missed as prompted by personal revenge or crimes of
passion or could be accredited as political subversions
against the state.’s Such conventions exposed the social
taxonomies of race and rule but also how skillfully, awk-
wardly, and unevenly seasoned bureaucrats and fledgling
practitioners knew the rules of the game.

Attention to these conventions may lead in two direc-
tions: to the consensual logics they inscribed but much
more directly to their arbitrary rules and multiple points
of dissension. Political conflicts show up in the changing
viability of categories and disagreements about their use.
But as Paul Starr suggests, “information out of place”—
the failure of some kinds of practices, perceptions, and
populations to fit into a state’s ready system of classifi-
cation—may tell more.5¢ Detailed commentaries on Eu-
ropean nurseries in the colonies might be expected to
turn up in reports on education, but the very fact that
they consistently showed up elsewhere—in reports on
European pauperism and white poor relief and in recom-
mendations to quell Creole discontent—suggests that
what was “out of place” was often sensitive and that it
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was children cued to the wrong cultural sensibilities that
were dangerously out of place.

Colonial Commissions as Stories That States
Tell Themselves

As Tan Hacking says of social categories, archives pro-
duced as much as they recorded the realities they osten-
sibly only described. They told moral stories, they created
precedent in the pursuit of evidence, and not least they
create carefully tended histories. Nowhere is this history-
making work more evident than in the form of the com-
mission of inquiry or state commission. By definition,
commissions organized knowledge, rearranged its cate-
gories, and prescribed what state officials were charged to
know. As the anthropologist Frans Husken notes of
Dutch commissions in colonial Java, “‘when nothing else
works and no decision can be reached, appoint a commis-
sion’ was a favorite response of colonial authorities.”s”
But commissions were not just hesitant pauses in policy
and tactics of delay. Like statistics, they helped “deter-
mine . . . the character of social facts” and produced new
truths as they produced new social realities.s® They were
responses to crisis that generated increased anxiety, sub-
stantiating the reality of that crisis itself.5> By the time
most commissions had run their course (or spawned their
follow-up generation), they could be credited with having
defined “turning points,” justifications for intervention,
and, not least, expert knowledge.

The various commissions produced on the problem of
poor whites in the Indies between the 1870s and early
1900s and those carried out in South Africa between the
early 1900s and the late 1920s are exemplary of what I
have in mind. There are certain general features that they
share.® Both produced published and publicized vol-
umes: Pauperism among the Europeans (published be-
tween 1901 and 1902) and The Problem of Poor Whites
in South Africa (published between 1929 and 1932).5°
Both commissions were about indigent Europeans and
their inappropriate dispositions toward work, racial dis-
tance, sexual propriety, and colonial morality. Each req-
uisitioned administrative energy and expertise and en-
tailed several years of labor, thousands of pages of text,
scores of interviewers, and hundreds of interviewees.
Prominent civil and government figures graced their
mastheads with authority. Both were redemptive texts
offering plausible stories of state exoneration and tar-
geted blame.

In the case of the Indies, the commission’s starting

point—that concubinage was the source of the poor
white problem—prompted probing questionnaires on
who bedded with whom, on bastard children, and on in-
timacies of the home that incurred the wrath of hundreds
of irate colonial Europeans who refused to answer and
condemned the Indies government as an “inquisitionary
state.” Both commissions were repositories of colonial
anxieties, unsettling testimonies to the insecurity of white
privilege, to the ambiguities of membership in the privi-
leged category of “European,” and to the making of a
public welfare policy solidly based on race. Both worried
less about the increasing numbers of impoverished whites
because they worried over something else more. As stated
in the Carnegie Commission, the “propinquity of ...
[poor white] dwellings” to “non-Europeans” tended to
bring native and white into contact, to “counteract mis-
cegenation,” to weaken the color line, and to promote
“social equality.”é> The worry was over an ease of meet-
ing and conversation.

These commissions could and should be read for their
extraordinary ethnographic content but also for the con-
tent in their form. First, like other colonial commissions,
they marked off clusters of people who warranted state
interest and state expense. Second, they were redemptive
texts, structured to offer predictions based on causal ac-
counts of exoneration and blame. Third, both commis-
sions were documents to state historiography in the mak-
ing and monuments to why history writing mattered to
consolidating states. To prescribe the future, they re-
wrote the past in dramatic and compassionate narrative.
In defining poverty in the present, they also dictated who
later would count as white—and therefore whose chil-
dren of what hue would be eligible for state aid.

In doing all of these things, they wrote, revised, and
overwrote genealogies of race. Neither of these commis-
sions were the first of their kind. On the contrary, they
were made credible by how they mapped the past onto
prescriptions for the present and predictions of the future.
They also showed something more—how practices were
historically congealed into events and made into things:
how an increase of unemployment and impoverishment
among European colonials became a “problem” called
“poor whiteism,” with attributes of its own. “Poor white-
ism” defined physiologically and psychologically distinct
sorts of persons, with aggregated ways of “being in the
world,” with specific dispositions and states of mind.
Like other colonial commissions, these commissions were
consummate producers of social kinds.

Commissions and statistics were features of statecraft
in similar ways. Both were eighteenth-century inventions
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consolidated by the nineteenth-century liberal state.®3
Both instantiated the state’s public accountability and its
right to judge what was in society’s collective and moral
good. But commissions commanded more moral author-
ity as they purported to scrutinize state practice, to reveal
bureaucratic mistakes, and to produce new truths about
the workings of the state itself. Moreover, these poor
white commissions were quintessential products of “bio-
political” technologies. Not only did they link the rela-
tionship between parent and child, nursemaid and infant,
to the security of the state. They sought ethnographic,
eyewitness testimonies from participant-observers that
what individuals did in their homes—whether they went
barefoot, spoke only halting Dutch, lounged on their
porches, or did not make their children say morning
prayers—were practices linked directly to the state’s audit
of its own viability.

Both commissions and statistics were part of the
“moral science” of the nineteenth century that coded and
counted society’s pathologies. While statistics used devia-
tions from the mean to identify deviations from the norm,
commissions joined those numbers with stories culled
from individual “cases” to measures gradations of moral-
ity.¢4 Commissions in turn affirmed the state’s authority
to make judgments about what was in society’s collective
and moral good. Both were prescriptive and probabilistic
tools whose power was partially in their capacities to pre-
dict and divert politically dangerous possibilities.

Like statistics, the commission demonstrated the
state’s right to power through its will to truth. In the In-
dies, the Pauperism Commission conferred on the state
moral authority by demonstrating its moral conscience
and disinterested restraint, its willingness and commit-
ment to critically reflect on its own mishaps, to seek the
truth “at whatever cost.” But its power rested in more
than its calculation of the moral pulse of the present and
its implications for the future. The Indies Commission
justified its license to expend funds, time, and personnel
in part by rehearsing the past and remembering and re-
minding its readership of its enduring weight. Historical
narratives shape these texts with stories that deflected the
causes of deprivations and inequities away from the pres-
ent as they rehearsed the enduring burden of earlier poli-
cies of former administrations.

Finally, these commissions were quintessential quasi-
state technologies, both part of the state and not, at once
a product of state agents but constituted invariably by
members outside it. If modern states gain force in part by
creating and maintaining an elusive boundary between
themselves and civil society, as Tim Mitchell has argued,

such commissions exemplified that process.®s Their spe-
cific subjects were state generated but often researched
and written by those not in their salary. Both the Indies
and Carnegie Commissions delegated bodies of experts
equipped to assess morality (religious experts), deviance
(lawyers, educators), and disease (doctors) and on whom
the state conferred short-term and subject-specific voice
and public authority. They instantiated the ways in
which the state exercised its will to power by calling on
outside expert authorities to verify the state’s ability to
stand in for public interest and its commitment to the
public good.

Archival Seductions and State Secrets

As archivists are the first to note, to understand an ar-
chive one needs to understand the institutions that it
served. Such information as what subjects are cross-
referenced, what parts are rewritten, and what quotes
are cited not only tell us about how decisions are ren-
dered but how colonial histories are written and remade.
Information out of place underscores what categories
matter, which ones become commonsense and then fall
out of favor. Not least, they provide road maps to anxi-
eties that evade more articulate form.

The commission is one sort of archival convention,
while “state secrets” are another. States traffic in the pro-
duction of secrets and the selective dissemination of
them. In this regard, the Dutch colonial state was gifted
at its task.®®¢ As Weber once noted, the “official secret”
was a specific invention of bureaucracy that was “fanat-
ically defended” by it. The designations “secret,” “very
secret,” and “confidential” registered more than fictions
of denied entry and public access. Nor did they mostly
signal the pressing political concerns of the colonial
state. More important, such codes of concealment were
the fetishized features of the state itself. State secrets
named and produced privileged knowledge, designated
privileged readers, while reminding the latter what
knowledge should be coveted and what was important to
know. The secreted report, like the commission, created
categories it purported to do no more than describe. In
the Indies, the classified document commanded a politi-
cal weight that called for secret police, paid informants,
and experts.

Secrets imply limited access, but what is more striking
in the Dutch colonial archives is how rarely those items
classified as “confidential” (vertrouwelijk, zeer vertrou-
welijk, gebeim, and zeer gebeim) were secrets at all. Some
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surely dealt with clandestine police and military tactics
(such as preparations for troop movements to protect
planters against an attack), but far more of these docu-
ments were about prosaic, public parts of Indies life.6” If
one could argue that the disquieting presence of Euro-
pean beggars and homeless Dutchmen in the streets of
Batavia were “secrets” to those in the Netherlands, they
certainly were not to the majority of Europeans who lived
in the colony’s urban centers.

What was classified about these reports was not their
subject matter—in this case, indigent “full-blooded” Eu-
ropeans and their mixed-blood descendants—but rather
the conflict among officials about how to act on the prob-
lem, their disparate assessments of what was the cause
and how many there were. Some reports were classified
because officials could not agree on whether there were
twenty-nine mixed-bloods in straitened circumstances or
tens of thousands.®® In short, documents were classified
as “sensitive” and “secret” sometimes because of the
magnitude of a problem—other times because officials
could not agree on what the problems were. But perhaps
what is more surprising is the range of confidentialities
that students of colonialism expect them to divulge. State
secrets are not necessarily secreted truths about the state
but rather promises of confidences shared. If state secrets
are more attention-getting annotations than conven-
tions of concealment, then how state secrets were pro-
duced, what was a secret at one time and later not, may
index the changing terms of what was considered com-
monsense, as well as changes in political rationality. As
Marc Ventresca argues in a study of why and when states
count, statistical information in the eighteenth century
was considered a source of state power and therefore not
published. Public access to state statistics was a nine-
teenth-century phenomenon.® State secrets made up a
basic feature of the colonial archive, a telling element in
the production of fictions of access displayed by their
content as well as form.

Colonial Archives as “Systems of Expectation”

To take up Jean and John Comaroff’s invitation to “cre-
ate new colonial archives of our own” may entail not
only, as they rightly urge, attention to new kinds of
sources but different ways of approaching those we al-
ready have, different ways of reading than we have
done.7° In turning from an extractive to a more ethno-
graphic project, our readings need to move in new ways
through archives both along their fault lines as much as

against their grain. De Certeau once defined the science
of history as a redistribution in space, the act of chang-
ing something into something else. He warned that his-
torical labors in the archives must do more than “simply
adopt former classifications”; they must break away
from the constraints of “series H in the National Ar-
chives” and be replaced with new “codes of recognition”
and “systems of expectation” of our own.”* But such a
strategy really depends on what we think we already
know. For students of colonialisms, such codes of recog-
nition and systems of expectation are at the very heart of
what we still need to learn about colonial polities. The
breadth of global reference and span of lateral vision
that colonial regimes unevenly embraced suggest that
ethnographies of the archives rather than extractions
from them may be more appropriate for identifying how
nations, empires, and racialized regimes were fash-
ioned—not in ways that display confident knowledge
and know-how but in paper trails and traces that bear
the imprint of disquieted and expectant modes.
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