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ONE SET OF STORIES ABOUT ARCHIVES that historians tell each other and their readers
concerns their destruction. Missing archives, that is, are not, in Marc Bloch’s terms,
always either “secreted away” or “misplaced” over the centuries. They “sink into the
river” along with the boat transporting them away from oncoming German armies,
as one historian of French policing bemoans; they end up in the trash. Even more
darkly, some accounts tell of malicious efforts to destroy archives, to burn whole sets
of documents. After the 1898 American occupation of the Philippines, as a UNESCO
archivist recounts, “the american [sic] soldier, mostly because of ignorance, but at
times with malice and premeditation, destroyed a large portion of the Spanish ar-
chival holdings. The documents were used . . . as toilet papers . . . and to kindle fires.”
Another set of histories concerns the theft of collections that are still intact: the
archives from across occupied Europe that Nazi authorities shipped off to Berlin and
that, after their victories, Soviet officials hid in Moscow; British efforts to impede
access to documentary evidence about their violent campaigns in pre-independence
Kenya; or the U.S. government’s 2004 seizure of governmental and ruling party ar-
chives from occupied Iraq, perhaps today’s most pressing such episode.1

The French-Algerian “Dispute” (“le contentieux”) over the archives of French-
ruled Algeria (1830–1962) is usually narrated in terms of such stories, of archives
drowned, burned, thrown away, and stolen. According to its actors, the Dispute is
about what happened at the time of decolonization to official collections then ar-
chived in Algeria and what this means for the writing of history. Conflicting French
and Algerian accounts, whether of theft, destruction, or loss, share the fantasy that

The author thanks Camille Robcis, Judith Surkis, Sarah A. Stein, Jordanna Bailkin, Tara Tran, Yuval
Tal, Constance de Fontreaulx, Scott Kasten, the editorial team of the AHR, and the anonymous readers
for their very helpful comments and suggestions.

1 Marc Bloch, The Historian’s Craft, trans. Peter Putnam (1953; repr., Manchester, 1992), 61–64; for
more on the effects of secrecy and carelessness on historical practice, see Sébastien Laurent, ed., Archives
“secrètes,” secrets d’archives? L’historien et l’archiviste face aux archives sensibles (Paris, 2003); Julio G.
Perez, “Final Report Relating to the National Archives of the Philippines,” September 15, 1962,
UNESCO Archives, 150734, 1, http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0015/001570/157034eb.pdf; Patricia
Kennedy Grimsted, F. J. Hoogewoud, and Eric Ketelaar, eds., Returned from Russia: Nazi Archival Plun-
der in Western Europe and Recent Restitution Issues (Builth Wells, 2007); Michelle Caswell, “‘Thank You
Very Much, Now Give Them Back’: Cultural Property and the Fight over the Iraqi Baath Party Records,”
American Archivist 74, no. 1 (2011): 211–240.
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historical truth could emerge if only archival records were made whole and acces-
sible. Concurrently, their disagreement foregrounds the centrality of the nation-state
in modern definitions of what pasts need to be recounted.2 Yet the history of the
Dispute itself, which still continues today, can offer insight into another question that
even broader discussions of archives usually avoid: “the institution of the Archives,”
as Jennifer Milligan argues in her history of how the Archives nationales developed
into an institutional foundation of the modern French state, is “just as potent a
political tool as its contents—and therefore politically dangerous.” Archives as key
institutions of modern states are more than buildings, staff, and documentary con-
tents, although those elements help make them so “potent.” Through their existence
and the ways in which they function, they help constitute a state insofar as their
workings offer proof that it is an emanation of its people, a nation-state, and thus
modern. This is particularly clear in the ways that two post-decolonization repub-
lics—France and Algeria—built new and “modern” archives, with each claiming that
it should house the archives under dispute. A focus on archives-as-institutions helps
explain why the dispute about their contents has had political effects on both sides
of the Mediterranean and has shaped historical production in ways far larger than
missing documents—even in large numbers—can justify.3

This history of archives and decolonization asks how historical production and
archives participate in defining what national sovereignty means post-decoloniza-
tion. Existing histories of the increasingly complex post-1945 relationship between
nation-states and sovereignty examine accusations that the United Nations and other
international institutions have arrogated the sovereign rights of states such as the
U.S., explore the growing displacement of elements of sovereignty from member
states to the European Union, or analyze how neocolonialism radically circumscribes
the sovereignty of post-decolonization nation-states, and neoliberalism that of all
states.4 Yet the work the production of history does in establishing sovereignty in
this period is underexamined. Scholars such as Milligan and Bonnie G. Smith have
shown that the play of archives, archivists, historians, and history always involves
more than the struggle to tell accurate and well-documented histories: this dynamic
participates in the constitutive relationships linking people to institutions and con-
necting states to a unique history, reinforcing both claims to sovereignty by and the
implication of citizens in the nation.5 The mid-twentieth-century “era of decoloni-
zation” altered this equation, as it shaped, in conjunction with the emergence of new
states, novel forms of sovereignty and new archives as well.

Decolonization participated in the concomitant (and quite dramatic) redefini-
2 See Jordanna Bailkin’s essay in this roundtable.
3 Jennifer S. Milligan, “The Problem of Publicité in the Archives of Second Empire France,” in

Francis X. Blouin Jr. and William G. Rosenberg, eds., Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social
Memory: Essays from the Sawyer Seminar (Ann Arbor, Mich., 2007), 20–35, here 21–22. See also Milligan,
“Making a Modern Archive: The Archives nationales of France, 1850–1887” (Ph.D. diss., Rutgers Uni-
versity, 2002).

4 E.g., Todd Shepard, “À l’heure des ‘grands ensembles’ et de la guerre d’Algérie: L’‘État-nation’
en question,” Monde(s): Revue d’histoire transnationale 1, no. 1 (May 2012): 113–134; Robert O. Keo-
hane, “Ironies of Sovereignty: The European Union and the United States,” JCMS: Journal of Common
Market Studies 40, no. 4 (November 2002): 743–765; Robbie Robertson, The Three Waves of Global-
ization: A History of a Developing Global Consciousness (London, 2003).

5 On “the political” and archival history, see Bonnie G. Smith, The Gender of History: Men, Women,
and Historical Practice (Cambridge, Mass., 1998).
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tion, led by professional archivists, of what materials state archives should collect,
which crystallized in the late 1950s. This can be shorthanded as a shift from archiving
the state to archiving the nation. Existing accounts of this history celebrate rupture.
They tell how official archivists finally broke the chains of a state-centric definition
of what documentation mattered, in order to open archival doors and storage rooms
to the broader and truer sources of national histories: documentation of social, cul-
tural, economic, and associative activity, among others. Krzysztof Pomian, in an ar-
ticle on “The Archives” in Pierre Nora’s massive Les lieux de mémoire, argues that
“beginning in the 1950s, the Archives of France ruptured the identification of the
memory and the history of the nation with the history of the state,” which had guided
their collection policies until then. It is also noteworthy, although unmentioned by
Pomian, that the rupture he describes was synchronic with two other histories that
are usually told in terms of rupture: the embrace of “nation-building” projects by so
many post-decolonization states, and the growing importance of efforts to look “be-
yond the state” by so many historians (perhaps most famously by the Annales School,
a historical movement that developed in France and came to international prom-
inence). Pomian notes that the archivistic shift “also affected the very content of this
memory and this history, which are no longer, as they previously were, restricted to
political, diplomatic, military, and administrative facts.”6

The history of the Dispute suggests that this inspiring contemporary history—of
widening collection practices among archivists and of topics and questions among
historians—has obfuscated a more troubling history rife with the politics of sover-
eignty. This past shapes how we do history as well as how post-decolonization states
govern and define people, formerly colonized (such as Algeria) as well as colonizing
(such as France). Undeniably, a shift to “archiving the nation” had innumerable
benefits, for historians as for others. The differences between this approach and a
narrower focus on “archiving the state,” however, resulted at least as much from
efforts to institutionalize new forms of sovereignty as from more enlightened think-
ing. Celebrations of “archiving the nation,” in short, have avoided grappling with how
it participates in the tough and conflictual work of defining a nation, especially in
an era that sees “the nation-state” as the only type of state possible.7

THE DRAMA OF WHAT HAPPENED to the archival collections under dispute helps make
the constitutive tensions between the archives and the post-decolonization French
and Algerian republics difficult to see. Take the most arresting vignette: In late June
1962, during the final weeks of more than thirteen decades of French rule, Pierre
Boyer, the head of the Regional Archives of Algiers, set off with a group of soldiers

6 Krzysztof Pomian, “Les archives: Du trésor des chartes au Caran,” in Pierre Nora, ed., Les lieux
de mémoire, vol. 3: Les France, 3: De l’archive à l’emblème (Paris, 1992), 163–233, here 217. Les lieux,
as a number of scholars note, almost wholly erases empire from its exploration of the French past and
its memorializations, and Pomian’s essay is no exception. On the silences of Les lieux, see Gérard Noiriel,
Le creuset français: Histoire de l’immigration, XIXe–XXe siècles (Paris, 1988); on the post-1945 history
of efforts by historians to think “beyond the state,” see Todd Shepard, “‘History Is Past Politics’? Ar-
chives, ‘Tainted Evidence,’ and the Return of the State,” American Historical Review 115, no. 2 (April
2010): 474–483.

7 See the essays in this roundtable by Bailkin and Omnia El Shakry on efforts to expand archives
and historical research “beyond the state.”

“Of Sovereignty” 871

AMERICAN HISTORICAL REVIEW JUNE 2015

 at B
row

n U
niversity on January 25, 2017

http://ahr.oxfordjournals.org/
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://ahr.oxfordjournals.org/


on a boat filled with some thirty cartons of police archives, which they planned to
sink in the Bay of Algiers. When it became clear that the crates would not stay
underwater, they doused them with gasoline and burned them. One week before, on
June 15, 1962, an anti-independence French terrorist group, the Secret Army Or-
ganization (OAS), had bombed the government building that contained the Regional
Archives. This was part of their “scorched earth” campaign, which sought to destroy
all that, according to their interpretation, France had built in 132 years of occupation
before the victorious Algerian nationalists, organized in the National Liberation
Front (FLN), could take control. The documentary holdings suffered little damage—
forty people died in the bombing; the OAS had done far more damage to written
sources the previous week, when it targeted the Library of the University of Algiers—
but its holdings, like those of the most important official archives in Algeria, did not
remain intact.8

Beginning in early 1961 and over the months leading up to and after the Algerian
Republic’s declaration of independence on July 5, 1962, French authorities de-
stroyed “certain documents that,” in French Army Chief of Staff General Le Puloch’s
interpretation, “if one-sidedly exploited, could be deleterious to the interests of
France.” It was a hasty winnowing that, at least for the armed forces, aimed to elim-
inate suspect collections rather than extract particular (and particularly worrying)
files. At the same time, they packed and shipped to France thousands of cartons of
archives containing tons of documents. (Algerian archivists today have reclaimed
200,000 “pillaged” cartons containing 600 tons of documents; French officials speak
of the “repatriation” of some 53,000 cartons containing 150 tons of documents.) The
largest quantity, some 8.5 linear kilometers of cartons, arrived at an emergency stor-
age site in Aix-en-Provence, while military archives traveled to Vincennes on the
outskirts of Paris, home of the French military archives, now known as the Service
historique de la défense (SHD), and archives of French activities in late 1961 and
1962 ended up in Paris, some sent directly to the French National Archives (Archives
nationales de France), but most integrated into the documentary holdings of various
ministries.9

8 For a recent evocation of the Bay of Algiers and bombing episodes, see Noureddine Khelassi,
“Entre l’Algérie et la France, il y a l’Histoire, la mémoire, des archives et des biens patrimoniaux: Il
était une fois les canons et les crânes,” La Tribune (Algiers), June 13, 2012, http://www.djazairess.com
/fr/latribune/68950. Details about the role of Boyer come from my July 27, 2012, interview with Gen-
eviève Boyer about Pierre Boyer’s manuscript diary of the events of 1962 (in her possession) and a July
1, 2012, interview with documentary filmmaker Frédéric Biamonti, who consulted the memoir during
the making of Les pieds noirs: L’amère patrie (2012); and Pierre Boyer, “Les archives rapatriées,” Iti-
néraires 264 (June 1982): 49–67, here 61. While I have yet to receive authorization to cite the memoir,
I am concerned here only with the dramatic role this anecdote plays in various depictions of the doc-
umentary stakes of the Dispute, rather than its veracity. On the effects of the bombing, see Yves Pérotin,
Algérie: Archives publiques, April–June 1964, UNESCO Archives, ALG/CUA/2, 9, http://unesdoc.unesco
.org/images/0000/000076/007621FB.pdf.

9 “Lettre du general Le Puloch au général commandant supérieur des forces en Algérie,” August
3, 1962, cited in Thierry Samrant, “Les archives de la guerre d’Algérie: Le secret entre violence et
mémoire,” in Laurent, Archives “secrètes,” secrets d’archives?, 103–110. On the purging of military ar-
chives, see ibid., 105; on the diverging estimates of tonnage, see Boyer, “Les archives rapatriées”; Di-
rection des archives nationales, Le contentieux archivistique algéro-français (Algiers, 1996). On the quan-
tities that arrived at Aix, see Ousmane Mbaye, “Le CAOM: Un centre d’archives partagées?,” Afrique
& histoire 7, no. 1 (2009): 291–299, here 295. In addition to archived document collections (military and
others) that had yet to be transferred from the originating services to official archives, the archives of
the Governor General of Algeria (GGA) and the Regional (until 1958 Departmental) Archives of Al-
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These vast collections of documents that escaped destruction, and that left Al-
geria, are at the heart of the Dispute. This case is not the only instance of mass
transfer of archives out of a territory at the moment of decolonization; the Belgians
acted similarly when they left the Congo (Kinshasa). The United Kingdom and its
former colonies, notably Pakistan, India, and Kenya, all have longtime disagree-
ments about archival questions. French authorities proclaimed that the same prin-
ciples governed their decisions vis-à-vis archives as they left all their former overseas
possessions and “repatriated” substantial collections of archives from Madagascar
and other sites.10

Yet in most tellings, as the former director of Algeria’s National Archives (Centre
des archives nationales d’Algérie [CANA]) avers, “the Algero-French dispute is the
world’s most intractable.” One French historian bitterly complains that this partic-
ular post-decolonization struggle has had international implications that affect all
archives: he claims that the Dispute is the tacit reference that led the 1983 Vienna
Convention on the Succession of States in Respect of Matters Other than Treaties—
the text that the United Nations relies on in its determinations about archival dis-
putes between member states—to proclaim that “archives belong to the territory in
which they were produced.” This principle is often invoked as a clear legal foun-
dation for Algerian claims that archives produced in colonized Algeria need to be
archived in Algeria. The formulation, he affirms, results from the Algerian govern-
ment’s lobbying of the Soviets and their allies in order to gain a legal imprimatur
for their claims against France. The Convention, he argues, altered previous inter-
national understandings concerning the “territoriality” of archives. (Such under-
standings, his argument presumes, were less politicized because only Western pow-
ers, among them many that then had overseas colonies, participated in their
formulation).11 Among scholars “on [the French] side of the Mediterranean,” a 2003
article affirmed, “it is taken to be true that Algeria has only copies of some archives
necessary to study its colonial history, with all the originals in France.” Many schol-

giers (which shared space with the GCA), Oran, and Constantine were affected by the transfer. The
archives that had just recently been established in the new departments (1956–1960) were also affected;
communal archives were largely untouched. See Isabelle Dion, “Les services d’archives en Algérie,
1830–1962,” Histoire et Archives 15 (2004): 89–107.

10 Charles Kecskeméti, “Les contentieux archivistiques: Etude préliminaire sur les principes et les
critères à retenir lors des négociations,” June 30, 1977, UNESCO Archives, PGI.77/WS/1, 5, http://
unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0002/000298/029879fb.pdf. On Kenya, see the essay in this roundtable by
Caroline Elkins. For an overview of French treatment of archives in French Africa between 1959 and
1960, see Jean-Pierre Bat, “Les archives de l’AEF,” Afrique & histoire 7, no. 1 (2009): 301–311. In terms
of archives, Senegal was the exception; in fact, French authorities sought to keep secret their agreement
to leave the originals in Dakar and use microfilm to make copies for France, so as not to anger or inspire
people in other former colonies.

11 Abdelkrim Badjadja, “Panorama des archives de l’Algérie moderne et contemporaine,” in Mo-
hammed Harbi and Benjamin Stora, eds., La guerre d’Algérie, 1954–2004: La fin de l’amnésie (Paris,
2004), 631–682, here 645; Charles Kecskeméti, “L’histoire des contentieux archivistiques,” in Marie
Cornu and Jérôme Fromageau, eds., Archives et patrimoine, 2 vols. (Paris, 2004), 1: 41–50, here 46–47.
On French archivists’ understanding of “territoriality,” see M. C. Laroche, “Les archives de l’expansion
française Outre-Mer,” Gazette des Archives 55, no. 4 (1966): 235–253; and R.-H. Bautier, “Définitions
générales et problèmes juridiques des archives,” in Association des archivistes français, Manuel
d’archivistique: Théorie et pratique des Archives publiques en France (Paris, 1970), 21–44, here 40–43. My
aim here is to emphasize the historical contingency of claims made in reference to legal principles
(notably sovereignty), not to legitimize this unsourced claim of back-channel diplomacy.
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ars, not just across the Mediterranean but elsewhere as well, accept such presump-
tions. In Algeria today, it is the subject of much public outrage, with dozens of articles
on the subject appearing in Algerian newspapers in 2012, around the fiftieth anni-
versary of the Algerian Republic’s declaration of independence. Claims such as
“France . . . will not let heal this gaping wound that she inflicted on Algerians’ col-
lective memory” give some measure of the perceived stakes.12

THE CLEAREST IMPLICATION OF THE sad tales of the sunken archives and the hopeful
aspect of stolen collections—that they will be recovered, or at least made available
for research—is that a truer story could have been told if more appropriate archived
material had been, or at least could have been, consulted. Similarly, most discussions
of decolonization and colonial archives focus on how documents are lost to study,
if not necessarily willfully, then (and more importantly) structurally, through the
reorganization of archival collections that decolonization entailed. This is true even
of scholars who embrace theoretical and methodological approaches that are ex-
plicitly skeptical of empirical positivism. Yet archives exist to do things other than
simply contain information-rich documents. A critical assessment of archives can do
more than unpack how those documents have been classified.13

Archives as institutions undergird other structures, notably states. What Milligan
shows through an archival history of the French National Archives is that the modern
centrality of what she terms “publicité” gives archives as institutions a key role in
anchoring a state’s claims to represent the nation. “Publicité,” she analyzes, “meant
much more than ‘renown,’ or publicity’s current connotation of advertising.” Dis-
cursively, “publicité implied a public-ness that both invited the public into the phys-
ical space of the Archives and bound the public interest to the contents and workings
of the institution—and thus to the government that guaranteed the institution.” The
drama of the Dispute, from this perspective, deflects attention from how post-1962
archives and the historians who rely on them participate in building republics—and
distinct nations—on both sides of the Mediterranean.14

In Algeria, the Dispute matters far more today than it did in the first quarter-
century of independence. This is, in part, because it is one of a constellation of
archival questions that seem to impede public knowledge about Algeria’s history.
This concern has become of great importance since the events of October 1988, when
public demonstrations led to the end of one-party (FLN) rule, which opened up
debates about the national past and institutions. The Dispute, of course, is a fight
with the former colonial power, and—somewhat like ongoing disputes about “cul-
tural patrimony,” notably artwork and archaeological treasures transferred to West-

12 Didier Guignard, Akihito Kudo, and Raëd Bader, “Un terrain Algérien pour la recherché,” Ving-
tième Siècle: Revue d’histoire 77 (2003): 110–112, here 111. The authors make clear what more recent
writing (and the ongoing research of scholars from many countries) makes clear: there are growing
possibilities to do archival research in Algeria. Hassan Gherab, “Les archives algériennes, une mémoire
amputée par la France: Le contentieux sur la restitution de fonds archivistiques est toujours pendant,”
La Tribune (Algiers), June 1, 2012, latribune-dz.com/telecharger.php?pdf�307.

13 E.g., Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain: Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense
(Princeton, N.J., 2009).

14 Milligan, “The Problem of Publicité in the Archives of Second Empire France,” 21. It is outside
the scope of this essay to discuss how archives work to structure or support other groups or communities.
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ern collections in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries from places that Westerners
dominated—it summons people to focus on the still-important role that French im-
perialism (as well as post-decolonization attitudes) plays in Algerian affairs. This
helps explain why Algerian elites, political and intellectual, so regularly bring it up.15

Yet popular interest in other debates makes clear that the Dispute remains pressing
in Algeria because of how much history matters to (and divides) many Algerians. In
the spring of 2011, the Algerian Francophone press had front-page articles about two
“affairs”: in one, Yaacef Saadi, author of the screenplay for The Battle of Algiers
(1965) and a former leader of FLN guerrillas in Algiers, accused Louisette Ighilahriz
of lying about her wartime membership in the underground FLN; a few weeks later,
former Algerian president Ahmed Ben Bella, in an interview with the journal Jeune
Afrique, insisted that of all the “first generation” of FLN leaders, he alone had been
both a patriot (others were Berberists, he stated, who preferred their ethnic group
to the nation) and capable (the others were, to a man, incompetent in his telling).
The opposition newspaper El Watan explained to readers what many other Algerians
had already claimed: both Saadi and Ben Bella were setting the stage for 2012, when
the legal requirement for French archives to open certain previously classified col-
lections for consultation might well reveal that both men had given far more in-
formation and assistance to the French enemy than had ever been recognized. It was
time for the archives to free Algerians from the heavy weight of official “revolu-
tionary” history, and the claims of those, such as Saadi and Ben Bella, whose public
authority depended on their proclaimed role in the revolution. The archives appear
to offer the possibility of returning sovereignty to the people because, many Alge-
rians believe, their contents will undo the mythmaking that the revolutionary gen-
eration relies on to rule.16

In France, too, the Dispute has been a matter of intense public debate, most
particularly in late 1981, when, “to everyone’s surprise,” as a contemporary report
put it, “the so-called affair of the ‘Algerian’ archives has become the most emo-
tionally fraught archival question France has ever dealt with.” After the election of
François Mitterrand to the presidency in May, the French government sought to
rebuild strained ties with the country’s most important former colony, Algeria. A visit
to Algiers by Minister of Foreign Affairs Claude Cheysson included a discussion of
“the transfer of the archives of the colonial period to Algeria.” This was a topic that
in early 1980 the previous government had agreed to discuss through a joint Franco-
Algerian committee. Valéry Giscard d’Estaing, who was president of the French
Republic at the time, had quickly intervened, however, to proclaim that “these ar-

15 See especially Malika Rahal, “Fused Together and Torn Apart: Stories and Violence in Con-
temporary Algeria,” History and Memory 24, no. 1 (2012): 118–151; and Benjamin Stora, “Maroc-Algérie:
Retour du passé et écriture de l’histoire,” Vingtième Siècle: Revue d’histoire 68 (2000): 109–118. The
literature on patrimonial disputes is large; for the French-Algerian case, see Jean-Gabriel Leturcq, “La
question des restitutions d’oeuvres d’art: Différentiels maghrébins,” L’Année du Maghreb 4 (2008): 79–
97, http://anneemaghreb.revues.org/431.

16 “L’historien Mohamed Harbi décortique des épisodes-clés du mouvement national et livre ses
verities, ‘Les archives de la guerre de Libération sont explosives,’” El Watan, May 26, 2011; Renaud de
Rochebrune, “Algérie: une soirée avec Ben Bella,” Jeune Afrique 2626 (May 14, 2011): 62–65;Aı̈t Benali
Boubekeur, “Les Algériens veulent connaitre la vraie histoire, monsieur Ben Bella,” Le Quotidien
d’Algérie, May 19, 2011. In 2000, Ighilahriz sparked an international discussion about the violence of
decolonization when she described how she had been tortured and raped by French officers during the
1957 Battle of Algiers.
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chives are among the constitutive elements of our national patrimony, as well as of
our national sovereignty”; they would remain French.17

With this emphatic statement, Giscard d’Estaing insisted that control of the dis-
puted archives helped constitute French sovereignty. Yet in October 1981, another
prominent French minister who was visiting Algiers offhandedly pronounced it “nor-
mal that Algeria would be concerned about the archives that were transferred in
1962. I think that we can reach an agreement.” A 2012 interview about the role of
the Dispute in present-day Algeria seemingly describes what happened next in early
1980s France. According to jurist Mohamed Bedjaoui, disputes between modern
states about archives have been quite common in recent history, although they usu-
ally interest only small numbers of people. Sometimes, however, “thanks to an ex-
ceptional situation, a whole people suddenly grow passionate about its archives, one
of the constituent elements of its collective memory.” In mid-October 1981, public
criticism of what appeared to be a secret deal to send “French” archives to Algeria
exploded. The first volleys came in right-wing newspapers and from organizations
of “repatriates” (people who had lived in Algeria under French rule and had moved
to France because of the country’s independence) linked to the far right. Within days,
however, the largest repatriate group, Le RECOURS, which had supported Mit-
terrand in the recent presidential election, also leveled harsh criticisms. Numerous
historians, archivists, and academic organizations weighed in as well, in near-unan-
imous opposition.18

The most pressing claim, reiterated by scholars, politicians, and the “modest fam-
ily of workers” who wrote to one newspaper to protest any transfer of control over
the “Algerian Archives,” concerned “sovereignty.” As the Académie des sciences
d’Outre-mer stated, “The archives, property of the French nation, are archives ‘of
sovereignty,’ an extension of metropolitan archives. They cannot be handed over to
a foreign government.” This claim has a history. Even as France was still at war in
Algeria, a territory it defined as an integral part of the republic, French archivists
proposed a definition of “of sovereignty” in order to explain why certain archives
produced in (French) Algeria should be sent to the metropole. It was indeed ar-
chivists who made the decision to “repatriate” the so-called archives of formerly
colonized territories; Boyer would reaffirm this for Algeria in an article he published
on “The Repatriated Archives” in 1982, where he wrote that “the General [de
Gaulle] was apprised of the planned operation by M. André Chamson, Director of
the Archives of France. The response was that it was up to [Chamson] to assume his
responsibility.” Along with the decision to transfer, archivists defined the grounds,
with a 1961 report to the profession noting that “the Director General [of the Ar-
chives nationales] had the government adopt a principle of distinguishing between
archives ‘of sovereignty’ . . . ‘historical’ archives . . . and, finally, ‘administrative’ ar-
chives.” The archivist explained that the first category of archives comprised “those

17 All citations from Pierre Lucain, “La question des archives algériennes,” La Revue administrative
204 (1981): 641–647, 641, 642, and 642.

18 “Le Dr. Mohamed Bedjaoui, membre de la Cour internationale de justice: ‘Le droit international
régi le sort des fonds d’archives,’” La Tribune (Algiers), June 1, 2012, latribune-dz.com/telecharger-
.php?pdf�307; Lucain, “La question des archives algériennes.” On Le RECOURS, see Philippe Ber-
nard, “Le métissage des mémoires: Un défi pour la société française,” Hommes et migrations 1247 (2004):
27–35.
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that concern the work our country did as a sovereign power, and which must remain
the property of France.” Those in the second “are connected to the now-ended epoch
of colonization and must remain French, even if it necessitates giving microfilms to
the newly independent countries.” The third group were collections “necessary to
daily life in the concerned countries, and that must as a result remain there.” Ref-
erences to the second of three categories disappeared from subsequent explanations,
notably around 1981. Boyer, like others, distinguished between archives “of sover-
eignty” and archives he termed “of management” (gestion rather than the earlier
administration).19

The decisions of these French archivists set the stage, or at least the terms, of
the Dispute and of public controversies in Algeria as well as France; but histories
driven by Algerian actors help explain why they happened. Boyer’s account of the
process of archive “repatriation” in 1962 asserts that “up until then, the question of
archives had been of little concern” to the FLN. Archival research shows that he was
wrong, at the very least when he spoke of “Algerian authorities” and “the FLN.” At
the CANA, it is now possible to consult the inventory of the “Fonds Gpra-MAE”
(the archives of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Provisional Government of
the Algerian Republic), which allow researchers to request documents that the FLN
leadership collected in exile, in Cairo and Tunis, over the course of the revolution.20

These resources make clear that building an archive of the Algerian nation was a
priority for “l’Algérie combattante” (Fighting Algeria, a nickname for the FLN,
which conveyed its claim that its struggle was that of all Algerians), for intertwined
reasons of “sovereignty,” “administration,” and “history.” FLN leaders sent out
teams to collect treaties signed with Ottoman or other precursor states and author-
ities in the territory that, by 1954, was Algeria. They sought historical documentation
that referenced a space distinct from other territories and peoples. The files they
assembled anchored one of their key strategic gambits: to assert the existence of a
sovereign Algerian state that preceded the French conquest. “The restoration of the
Algerian state, sovereign, democratic, and social,” was the heart of the FLN’s first
proclamation, issued on November 1, 1954, a stark rejection of French arguments
that “Algeria” existed, legally and territorially, because of French decisions since the
conquest. It also was a forthright challenge to international jurists, who argued that
no claim to sovereignty had ever been anchored wholly in Algerian territory, which
had always been part of a larger (imperial) state, whether Roman, Almoravid, Al-

19 “Le transfert des documents d’archives aux autorités algériennes: La réaction de l’Academie des
Sciences d’outre-mer,” Le Monde, November 26, 1981, 6. (This organization had been founded in 1922
as the Académie des sciences coloniales.) For the letter, see Jean des Cars, “Affaire des archives: In-
dignation nationale,” Figaro-magazine, November 14, 1981, 116–119. (The term “repatriate” in reference
to transfers between France and Algeria has a very specific history; see Todd Shepard, The Invention
of Decolonization: The End of French Algeria and the Remaking of France, 2nd ed. [Ithaca, N.Y., 2008],
140–147.) Boyer, “Les archives rapatriées,” 55; “Neuvieme congrès annuel des archivistes français, Paris-
Beauvais, 14–17 juin 1961,” La Gazette des archives 34–35 (1961): 139–143, here 141.

20 Boyer, “Les archives rapatriées,” 64. Here and elsewhere, I employ multiple terms such as Algerian
“war” and “revolution” that were used by actors at the time, in order to highlight the many implications
and the multiple (and often contradictory) interpretations of what happened. I reject ongoing efforts
to invent names, such as the “Algerian war for independence” or the “French-Algeria war,” which work
to restrict the meaning of what happened in the name of “science” or objectivity. Such approaches, as
Nedjib Sidi-Moussa shows, parallel official efforts to fit this multivalent history into nation-state nar-
ratives; see Sidi-Moussa, “Devenirs messalistes (1925–2013): Sociologie historique d’une aristocratie
révolutionnaire” (Ph.D. thesis, Université Paris 1—La Sorbonne, 2013).
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mohad, Ottoman, or French. Historians know that FLN leaders nimbly took ad-
vantage of changing international conditions to win recognition for their unprece-
dented claim to represent both a sovereign nation, which had never existed in
international law, and a territory, which they did not control. FLN leaders saw the
establishment of an archive as a crucial tool to ground what they knew were inno-
vative claims to Algerian sovereignty.21

The Évian Accords, which France and representatives of the GPRA initialed on
March 18, 1962, implicitly recognized the victory of the Algerian nationalists. Still,
the French government insisted that Algerian sovereignty would be created by the
two referenda the Accords made possible (one in France and the other in Algeria),
and not “restored.” Even as they rejected such colonialist arguments, FLN leaders
continued to worry about their need for archives. In the final pre-independence con-
gress of the National Council of the Algerian Revolution (CNRA), which took place
in Tripoli in late May and early June 1962, longtime nationalist politician Ahmed
Boumendjel argued that it was necessary to act immediately “to save archives of the
Turkish epoch and that concern the question of habous [Muslim charitable foun-
dations].” In the midst of discussions that led to the adoption of a “Tripoli Program”
that denounced the just-adopted Évian Accords as “neocolonialist,” one speaker
identified the failure of FLN negotiators to bring the “archives question” into dis-
cussions with France as “one of the greatest failures.” This places Boyer’s 1982 ar-
gument that “the [Évian] accords do not even mention” archives in a different light.
Soon after independence, the Algerian government asked UNESCO to send an ex-
pert to advise them on how to redefine and reorganize the archives “at every level:
juridical, scientific, administrative, etc.”22

IN THE LATE 1950S AND EARLY 1960S, UNESCO was engaged in an international proj-
ect to modernize archives, one aspect of a transnational effort to transform state-
centric archives into depositories of a far broader range of sources. One of the most
prominent French theorists of “archivistics,” Yves Pérotin, authored the UNESCO
report, which announced that all of its recommendations turned around two prin-
ciples: to maintain the organic continuity of the collections and “to take advantage
of the fundamental changes taking place in Algeria to define a wholly modern ar-
chivistic regime.” If the first principle was axiomatic for modern archivists, the sec-
ond promised both to offer Algerians and historians access to (the Democratic Peo-
ple’s Republic of) Algeria’s past and to place “revolutionary” Algeria, here as in so
many domains, in a vanguard position. This definition of the “modern” archive re-
curred in early 1960s discussions among French archivists. The United States, ac-
cording to the president of the French Association of Archivists, was the model, a
country where “they passionately pursue, without regard to borders, any written

21 Matthew Connelly, A Diplomatic Revolution: Algeria’s Fight for Independence and the Origins of the
Post–Cold War Era (New York, 2002); Shepard, “À l’heure des ‘grands ensembles’ et de la guerre
d’Algérie.”

22 “5è séance présidée par Benyahia Mohamed Seddik” of the CNRA Congress of Tripoli, May–June
1962 (June 1, 1962), 99–101, Centre des Archives nationales d’Algérie (CANA), Fonds CNRA 13.1. (On
the Boumendjels, see Malika Rahal, Ali Boumendjel, 1919–1957: Une affaire française, une histoire al-
gérienne [Paris, 2010]). Boyer, “Les archives rapatriées,” 65. Pérotin, Archives publiques, 4.
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testimonials that might relate to their country.” What in 1965 became the French
Overseas Archives, in Aix-en-Provence (AOM), was wholly modern in this sense:
under the direction of Pierre Boyer, now repatriated from Algeria, it joined together
collections taken from existing and now-disappeared ministries with those “repa-
triated” from overseas. It was to be an archive that gave access to history: a colonial
past now concluded. Unlike any existing French state archive, it was not designed
also to hold materials necessary for “administration” or “management.” Algeria’s
National Archives, too, have focused on collecting any and all documents that speak
to Algeria’s “linear” history, from the Roman Empire through the revolution, as
their former director describes.23

The “modern” archives of the 1960s took shape in the era of decolonization, and
the history they focused on documenting was newly and starkly national: nation-
states, which no longer had either an empire or overseers overseas. The history of
the Dispute foregrounds an odd and very telling coincidence: while some archivists
were redesigning archives, others were defining what “sovereignty” meant. For the
definition of “of sovereignty” that governed the division of the Algerian archives was
not rooted in decisions made at Westphalia in 1648, or San Francisco in 1945; nor

23 Pérotin, Archives publiques, 4. (Pérotin’s most influential work was “L’administration et les ‘trois
ages’ des archives,” Seine et Paris 20 [1961]: 1–4 [translated as “Administration and the ‘Three Ages’
of Archives,” American Archivist 29, no. 3 (1966): 363–369]). François Dousset, “Le ‘Mot’ du President,”
La Gazette des archives 48 (1965): 3–4; on the AOM (formerly the CAOM), see Mbaye, “Le CAOM”;
Robert Avezou, “Le ‘Mot’ du President,” La Gazette des archives 40 (1963): 3–4; Laroche, “Les archives
de l’expansion française outre-mer conservées en métropole”; Badjadja, “Panorama des archives de
l’Algérie moderne et contemporaine.”

FIGURE 1: Centre des Archives nationales d’Algérie, Bir Khadem, Algeria. Photo by Dr. Fouad Soufi.
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did it reference Jean Bodin, Thomas Hobbes, or even Carl Schmitt. Rather, in 1960–
1961 in Paris, Chamson relied on precedents that a previous director general had
fixed in 1954 (to decide which archives the French would take with them as they left
Vietnam) to define what Algerian archives were “of sovereignty.”24 In a context
where states across the world were affirming and also negotiating away sover-
eignty, archivists in France and Algeria defined what sovereignty was, and there-
fore what kinds of documents were part of national history. As a French archivist
explained in 2004, in reference to the Dispute, the definition of “of sovereignty”
was “the rights France has to an archival patrimony that corresponds to a chapter
of her history.”25

The definition of “of sovereignty” that the AOM depends on explicitly affirms
that France acted in the colonies, that the French state made things and choices
which shaped shared histories. This certainty, it must be pointed out, did not actually
govern which archives remained in Algeria in 1962 and which ones French author-
ities took. A group of doctoral students reporting on their work in Algerian archives
in 2002–2004 noted that large quantities of archives that clearly fell under the def-
inition of “of sovereignty” as proclaimed by Chambon and Boyer remain in Algeria.
This is especially true for the most recent—and, presumably, the most sensitive—
collections. Despite the principles that supposedly governed the dispatch of archives
to France, “already assembled and classified [pre-1945] archives were easier for the
movers to put into boxes. When it came to more recent documentation,” their survey
suggests, “improvisation reigned more often than not.” They make the important
point that “the historian who presumes that the distinction between archives ‘of
sovereignty’ and ‘of management’ strictly reflects” which archives remain in Algeria
and which the French took “would be mistaken.”26

What the archivists did do with their vague and inapplicable definition of “of
sovereignty” was erase exactly what, as French authorities had for so long
claimed, distinguished Algeria from other overseas possessions, whether of
France or of any modern state: as part of France, French sovereignty was not just
exercised in Algeria, it in part was anchored there, too. This idea that Algeria
helped make modern France (especially in its republican form), juridically and
institutionally, was repeatedly invoked with assertions that twentieth-century
France was “a great Muslim nation,” as one French senator put it in 1960. Con-
cretely, the legal definition of French nationality was made (1889) to govern
Algeria. Symbolically, it was in Algiers that Charles de Gaulle proclaimed the
Provisional Government of the French Republic, which rejected the Vichy state’s
claims to incarnate France. It was in Algiers that the Fourth Republic fell and
that the Fifth Republic (that is, today’s) took shape.27

24 Gerard Ermisse, “L’actualité des contentieux archivistiques,” in Cornu and Fromageau, Archives
et patrimoine, 1: 54–55.

25 Juliette Doury-Bonnet, “Algérie, l’accès aux sources,” Bulletin des bibliothèques de France 2 (2004):
125–126, http://bbf.enssib.fr/consulter/bbf-2004-02-0125-015.

26 Ibid.; Akihito Kudo, Raëd Bader, and Didier Guignard, “Des lieux pour la recherche en Algérie,”
Bulletin de l’institut d’Histoire du temps présent 83 (June 2004): 158–168, here 166. See also Annick
Lacroix, Claire Marynower, and Hugo Vermeren, “Retour sur les archives algériennes,” Vingtième Siècle:
Revue d’histoire 6 (2011): 147–149.

27 Todd Shepard, “Decolonization and the Republic,” in Edward Berenson, Vincent Duclert, and
Christophe Prochasson, eds., The French Republic (Ithaca, N.Y., 2011), 252–261.
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Algerian independence made this past disappear from view. It did this, para-
doxically, even as decolonization also brought into being new archives, in France and
Algeria, and more broadly helped give form to new ways of archiving. As Pérotin
described, only a wholly new country such as Algeria could “define a wholly modern
archivistic regime.” At the very moment that states such as France and Algeria be-
came newly national, archivists sought to shift from archiving the state to archiving
the nation. As late as 1956, T. R. Schellenberg’s still-influential Modern Archives:
Principles and Techniques—which focused on the very U.S. and British archivists that
French commentators identified as at the forefront of “modern” practices—con-
tinued to insist that state archivists should concern themselves “with the materials
produced by the governments they serve.” The “active policy” of collecting non-state
materials that archivists around the world were just beginning to adopt took shape
in just-decolonized countries. Pérotin’s report for UNESCO detailed the archival
law he proposed for Algeria, the first article of which would “define the ‘National
Archives Collection [fonds].’ Unknown in Western archivistic theory, this concept
is fruitfully simple.” He explained what made it generative: “I chose the term ‘na-
tional,’ rather than ‘of the State,’ because it seemed to me to be even broader and
less likely to focus only on the administrative machinery of the executive. The na-
tional archives must aggressively include the papers of all national organizations,
whether they are political, trade unions, economic actors, etc.” Just two years before,
the UNESCO mission to newly independent Tanganyika had reminded readers that
“sound history is based on a wide selection of sources.” Marcia Wright, an “American
post-graduate historian with experience in archival work,” called for the Dar es Sa-
laam archive to seek out the records of “independent anthropologists who have
worked in the country . . . Diaries and papers of long-time residents and missionaries,
participants and observers in Tanganyika’s development, . . . African leaders.”
Wright, it must be noted, also proposed that “everything in Tanganyika argues for
a liberal policy regarding restrictions on the use of archives and declassification of
colonial records.” This was because “a new country can only benefit by a reputation
for cooperation with scholars whose works, in turn, will increase knowledge of Tan-
ganyika in the world.” The phrase that Pérotin used to explain why newly indepen-
dent countries (such as Algeria) were so important to archivists’ efforts to establish
a “wholly modern archivistic regime,” however, tells us more about what has hap-
pened since: “countries whose sovereignty is ancient cannot always allow them-
selves” to do so.28

Pérotin reminds us how tightly archives and sovereignty are bound together in
the modern era even as he argues that the (archival) history that countries required
was broadly “national” rather than merely state-centric. While he asserts that this
broadening was a form of progress, it was a claim that made sense because of a new

28 T. R. Schellenberg, Modern Archives: Principles and Techniques (Chicago, 1956), 15. Pérotin, Ar-
chives publiques, 4; on “active” archival practice, see Association des archivistes français, Manuel
d’archivistique ; Marcia Wright, “Report on the Government Records and Public Archives of Tanganyika
with Recommendations for a National Archives,” November 2, 1962, UNESCO Archives, 158073, 24,
17, 18, http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0015/001580/158073eb.pdf; description of Wright from J. R.
Ede, “Tanganyika: Development of National Archives (July 1963—June 1964),” October 1964,
UNESCO Archives EPTA/TANGANAC/1, 1, http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0000/000076/007641EB
.pdf; Pérotin, Archives publiques, 4.
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context. Decolonization, we might say, required more attention to the first term of
the nation-state, now that imperial state forms were discredited (and even more so
as postwar expectations that the future of all states would be supranational had
largely disappeared by the early 1960s). New ways of doing history, and the new
practices of archival collecting that help make them possible, did emerge during the
era of decolonization. They promised to allow historians to definitively break with
the nineteenth-century axiom that “History is [only] past politics.” Archives in post-
decolonization Algeria and Tanzania (the country Tanganyika formed with Zanzibar
in 1964) have worked to collect new kinds of sources that will make possible histories
of the nation rather than just histories of the state. Yet the history of access to
archives in both countries has been rather difficult. With a similar mandate, the
French AOM, too, has not given evidence of the promise an American scholar con-
veyed in 1966 in saying that it was “meant to be somewhat more accessible than the
archives in Paris, where the 50 year rule is still strictly applied.”29

THE TURN TO ARCHIVING THE NATION, rather than just archiving the state, appeared
more true to the past in the same years in which decolonized states claimed to be
more true to their nations. Both promised more access to truth and freedom, and
thus a less complicated relationship to sovereignty. The history of the Dispute, how-
ever, suggests that what emerged were different paradoxes, rather than the end of
limiting contradictions.

That so many of today’s archive controversies concern the mid-twentieth-cen-
tury “end of empire”—as the essays in this roundtable remind us—is the result
of more than just efforts to hide embarrassing pasts. They speak to how much
the exercise of sovereignty is shaped by post-decolonization concerns. In former
colonizers, some of the most pressing concerns result from the steps taken to
redefine states and nations as wholly “European” despite their extra-European
histories, as well as from how decolonization shaped the concomitant establish-
ment of modern “social citizenship” welfare states. Among the formerly colo-
nized, the work done to cement national identities, often accompanied by the
elaboration of highly centralized administrations, continues to trouble efforts to
link states to people. So, too, have efforts to negotiate relationships with their
former colonizers, which the end of the Cold War rendered even more compli-
cated. One response is to pretend that still more modern archives might open up
sources that could fully illuminate all such questions. Yet historians might gain
much from the recognition that archival disputes—about what limits national
archives place on access to documents; on how they organize and manage their
collections—themselves offer telling clues about the ongoing difficulties of think-
ing “nation” and “state” together. For such control offers modern states the rare
possibility to exercise sovereignty in ways that link past and present to state-

29 On expectations that the (near) future would be supranational and their collapse, see Shepard,
“À l’heure des ‘grands ensembles’ et de la guerre d’Algérie.” See Rahal, “Fused Together and Torn
Apart”; Charles Magaya and James Lowry, “The National Archives of Tanzania Fifty Years after Marcia
Wright’s Report on the Government Records and Public Archives of Tanganyika,” Comma 2, no. 1
(2012): 47–58; Joanne Coyle Dauphin, “French Provincial Centers of Documentation and Research on
Africa,” African Studies Bulletin 9, no. 3 (1966): 48–65, here 54.
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owned facilities and public employees, despite international conventions and the
summons of transnational publics. It thus offers rich material for historical analy-
ses that seek to work with as well as against the grain of the archives.
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