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I.
Two confessions

A.
Construction of the archive

1.
When I began thinking about what I was going to say today, I thought that I would talk about how two intertwined questions affected my work with archives:

a.
The archive as epistemic space, that is the archive (or having done archival work or citing archival/primary sources) is history’s primary mode of epistemic authority.  So being recognizable as a historian depends on the fact of having been and continuing to go to the archives. In other words, the archive is as much a sociological fact about historians as it is a practical source of knowledge.

b.
The archive as institutional space—this site of privileged historical practice is itself the product of relatively recent history, and it has grown up at the intersection between the discipline of history and the forms of the modern bureaucratic form.  Which is not to say that no archives predate the modern period or that archives necessarily inhere in state institutions but rather that the ways in which archives have become institutionalized as such both naturalize the practice of certain forms of history and certain state forms.

2.
The truth is that none of this wasn’t said better and in more detail in Dust.  So it’s embarrassing to discover that I’m presenting just before Carolyn Steedman.

3.
But I hope that even if I’m not saying anything particularly new, at least some of the formulations might be interesting, or some of the specific considerations of African history and my research.

B.
The archive and the field

1.
I feel a bit queasy appearing here as a historian, though I teach (and have always taught) in a history department, publish in history journals, write books classified as history.  But I tried to be an anthropologist, and my training is interdisciplinary.

2.
When I was a student, studying anthropology and history, one of the striking things was the parallel way in which the disciplines talk of the field and the archives.

a.
Both quasi-mystical domains of authorization—going “there” changes you.

b.
But for all that, one received strikingly little training.  Not going to the archive drunk, thinking of Heidegger.

c.
Ironically, when actually doing research, historians and anthropologists were remarkably difficult to tell apart (though that’s partly a result of Africanists’ valorization of oral history).

d.
Ultimately, that experience gets boiled down to what one might call diarrhea stories.  Shigella, tear-gassed at the archive, Sheikh Yusif, etc.

e.
Naturally, there are methodological concerns, but those often are reserved to a very limited group of fellow-initiates.

3.
At any rate, ultimately I appear as…a historian, historical anthropologist, whatever by virtue of a) my training, b) my having “been there” (archives, the field, Nigeria, etc.), and of course having convinced some group of people that I might have something intelligent to say about Nigerian archives.

II.
Archive problems

A.
One could tell many stories in this regard:

1.
Northern Nigerian colonialism was tenuous and poverty stricken. The state (certainly the bureaucratic elements of the colonial state that generated documentation stored in archives) was “thin,” record-keeping erratic and episodic. This state of affairs persisted into the postcolonial period and to the present.


In some ways this is lucky for me, because one of my primary interests is actually in the thinness of the state and the ways in which it very imperfectly managed to model and regulate commoners’ lives. To this extent, the problematic qualities of state archives are themselves a source.  The absence of many records (e.g. minimally reliable census information, marriage registers, etc.) is actually itself a source for arguments I’m interested in making.  Example of gado.

2.
Many documents did not make it into the archive, which is actually something of a dilemma if they can only be cited as coming from one.  District Office.
B.
But there are also pressing difficulties with oral sources too.  What if people can’t tell you about things you want to know about.  Or what if you’re asking the wrong questions.  What, though, if you can’t not ask the wrong questions?

III.
Conclusions

A.
So what am I saying?  In many ways I’m raising more questions than answers.
B.
I am, as I say, quite agnostic about the ontological status of a category of the “archive” and even think that the ideological force of its epistemic qualities are just that—an ideological charter for particular groups of specialists.

C.
But in another sense, that’s an entirely onanistic answer.  It’s one thing not to be unduly self-important, and entirely another thing to claim that archives (and by extension historical knowledge) are nothing more than elaborate exercises historians conduct for their own benefit.  But it can be difficult finding the happy medium.
