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The Power of the Archive and its Limits

Achille Mbembe

The term ‘archives’ first refers to a building, a symbol of a public

insticution, which is one of the organs of a constitured state.

However, by ‘archives' is also understood a collection of documents

normally written documents — kept in this building. There cannot

therefore be a definition of ‘archives' that does not encompass both

K _*ﬁ' "' e the building itself and the documents stored there.

.
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FROM DOCUMENT TO ARCHIVE

I'he status and the power of the archive derive from this entangle-
ment of building and documents. The archive has neither status nor
power without an architectural dimension, which encompasses the
physical space of the site of the building, its motifs and columns, the
arrangement of the rooms, the organisation of the ‘files’, the
labyrinch of corridors, and that degree of discipline, half-light and
austerity that gives the place something of the nature of a temple
and a cemertery: a religious space because a set of rituals is constant-
ly taking place there, rituals that we shall see below are of a quasi-
magical nature, and a cemetery in the sense that fragments of lives
and pieces of time are interred there, their shadows and foorprints
inscribed on paper and preserved like so many relics. And so we
irtive at the inescapable materiality of the archive as well as at its
resulting role, as this essay will endeavour to show, as an instituting
Vl|l‘|“||\ilry.

In terms of the riruals involved, we might look at how an archive

is produced, thar is, at the process which culminates in a ‘secular’

text, with a previously different function, ending its career in the
archives — or rather, becoming an archive. We often forger that not
1 documents are destined to be archives. In any given cultural sys-
tem, only some documents fulfil the criteria of ‘archivability’,
lxcept for private documents (church documents, documents from
private institutions, families, companies /. ), the majority of docu-
ments deemed archivable are related to the general work of the state
Once they are received, they have to be coded and classified They
are then discributed according to chronological, thematc or geo

poaphical criceria, Whatever criterin are wsed we the e of coding,

bia Flases Adeliluce Mol THUR POWRR OF THE ARCHIVE ANDLEEN LIMEES 19
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