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Historians and the Problem of the Archive

Course Description: The use of archival records is at the core of modern historical scholarship.
The authority of the archive as a repository of fragments of the past, however, is heavily
questioned today. The course provides the opportunity to engage with an issue that is of vital
importance to the discipline of history as we know it, particularly at a time when regimes and
practices of establishing and communicating truth based on evidence and objectivity are
contested. Philosophers and anthropologists have argued that archives inherently select and
organise their materials in ways that necessarily obscure fundamental elements of historical
experience, with special reference to empire, colonialism, race, and slavery. The challenge that
this radical critique poses to contemporary historians will be carefully discussed. At the same
time, special attention will be given to the work of a growing number of historians, who have
transformed the archive into a subject of historical research. They have turned to the multiple
practices of record-keeping, which led to the birth and evolution of archives and other types of
repositories, and the expertise, motivation and epistemology that lay behind them. Such a move
has also made historians more aware of differences and similarities in the dynamics through
which human societies remember and forget. New questions have thus been raised about the
nature of the archive by exploring its elusive relationship with libraries and museums as well as
by changing the terms of the old debate over the existence of societies without the archive. In
dealing with these and other related questions, the course will address crucial topics in current
research in the history of knowledge and global history.

Through 12 lectures and 6 seminars and the required reading students will gain a fuller
understanding of the many implications of a critical approach to the archive and a deeper sense
of their centrality to the historical practice today.

Course Obijectives
The aim of the course is to develop students’
e understanding of the history of archives, their emergence, and evolution from the Middle
Ages to the present;
e ability to engage with the ongoing scholarly debate over archiving across time and space;
e critical attitudes towards the archive and the theoretical and methodological problems
that it raises;

e preparation to read archival records critically in their context of production, preservation,
and reception among the wider society.

The course is designed to be multidisciplinary and is suitable for students of all disciplines who
have a strong interest in history. There are no prerequisites, and previous knowledge of history is
necessary but would be an advantage.

Teaching Methods and Assessment
e 12 x 1.25hr Lectures (15hrs)
e (6 x 1.25hr Seminars (7.5hrs)
e 2x 1.25hr Tutorials (2.5hrs)



Twice weekly lectures will present how the archive can be approached both as a theoretical issue
and as the subject of historical research in different cultures and societies. The final module will
be devoted to microhistories of the archive, which will centre on specific case studies. Students
will be expected to have read the specified historiography before the relevant lecture. A weekly
seminar will focus on discussion of sources relevant to each week’s method or theme, or the
archival challenges and practices addressed in the lectures. In addition, students will be expected
to give short oral presentations on one of the sources in the context of the broader questions
related to the problem of the archive raised in the course. Optional training through visits to
Oxford archives, museums and libraries’ special collections will also be organised.

Final assessment: An essay of no more than 3,000 words (40%), a final three-hour written
examination (40%), oral presentation (10%) and participation in seminar discussion (10%).

Lecture Schedule
Module 1: The archive and its discontents

1. What is an archive?

2. The archive and its logic
3. The archive and its power
4. Challenging the archive

Module 2: The archive in historical perspective

The birth of the archive

The rise of archival theory

Social histories of record-keeping
Archiving globally
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Module 3: Microhistories of the archive

9. Nahua pictorial evidence from the inquisitorial archive
10. Fragments of voice from the archive of slavery

11. Palm-leaf deeds and the making of a colonial archive
12. The afterlife of British imperial records
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