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Prospecting Traces of Cultural Trauma in Indian Archives 

In recent years, quite some research work has been done about archives of postcolonial states. 

These studies are of interest not only in relation to the history of the colonialized state or the 

colonial mechanisms of power. In fact, the broader discussion of the social function of archives 

gains a lot from these studies. 

The history of archives in Europe is shaped by one narrative, which closely links the history of 

archives to the history of rulers and state authorities. Briefly put, it says that, after the decline 

of the ancient world, feudal rulers’ archives were keepers of diplomas, which secured the rights 

and privileges of certain people, families and corporations. These documents secured the power 

and property of their holder and were often considered part of his treasure. The notion of a 

treasure archive was kept alive even after the function of archives had been transformed. 

Collections of diplomas as a particular part of the more diversely oriented archives were often 

regarded as a kind of curiosity or romantic relic of the middle ages, because particular historical 

interest was attracted by that epoch.1 The new archives were keepers of records, produced by 

the growing administration of states, which were, at least in Europe, ruled by absolute 

monarchies. Although first historical research, based on archival sources, was done since the 

17th century, archives were usually considered legal weapons in lawsuits of the ruling 

dynasties. According to the established narrative of archival history, the downfall of 

monarchies, beginning with the French revolution in 1789, deprived the papers kept in archives 

of their legal function. Now, they were considered to be sources for the history of nations, 

frequently gathered in new established national archives, gaining the function of a national 

memorial. That act of functional rededication secures a special role for diplomas and 

administrative records as historical sources: as remains of administrative acts, they are 

considered direct results of bygone actions, giving testimony of these actions without the 

possibility of forgery according to an author’s intention, an apparent neutrality that is not seen 

to apply to other sources of tradition. 

Nowadays, the function of archives as source keepers for historical research predominates legal 

or administrative functions. Therefore, it is quite common to call archives the memory of a 
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society. In fact, the archival history outlined above, is a European history. To scrutinise the 

function of archives as a society’s memory within a non-European or even postcolonial society, 

the concept of cultural trauma might be useful. By definition, a cultural trauma shapes the 

collective identity of a certain group of people. Doing so it must affect the collective memory 

of that group and its memory institutions. The concept of cultural trauma could therefore reveal 

new insights into both the role and function of archives in postcolonial societies on the one hand 

and the history of colonialism and its agencies on the other. 

According to Jeffrey C. Alexander, cultural traumata are violations of a group’s collective 

identity. Although a cultural trauma is related to individually experienced suffering, it is not the 

suffering itself which produces the cultural trauma; the individual trauma is not identical with 

the cultural one, neither is the latter the direct result of harmful actions or experienced suffering. 

Cultural traumata are results of reflections about experienced violence and suffering, laid down 

in historical narratives by social agencies. These agencies are powerful enough to influence the 

collective identity of a group. Generating a cultural trauma means generating a certain collective 

memory.2 

An acute cultural trauma must be based on an active collective memory that connects the past 

to the presence. This part of the cultural memory, represented by media like commemoration 

days, memorials, journals and books, recently published or steadily read, political speeches and 

public ceremonies, and history teaching in schools, can be called the functional memory 

(Funktionsgedächtnis) according to the German cultural theorists Jan and Aleida Assman. 

Because these memories are connected to the present, it is possible to inscribe them with new 

historical narratives, including memories on traumatic challenges of the collective identity.3 

Beside the functional memory, there is a second continuum of collective or cultural memory, 

called the storage memory (Speichergedächtnis). This is conceptualised as a continuum of 

historical tradition, potentially accessible, but without an active connection to the present and 

recent historical discourses. The content of the storage memory is rather latent, not acute. Media 

of the storage memory are, for instance, libraries, historical collections and certainly archives.4 

One could argue that memories of cultural trauma that are sinking into the society’s storage 

memory are in no way traumatic, because they are rather closer to falling into oblivion than to 
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being painful recollections of violence that shape the collective identity. Thus, it is questionable 

if for instance archival traces of traumatic historical events are indeed witnesses of the trauma 

itself. However, there are no clear-cut boundaries between the functional and the storage 

memory. On the contrary, the storage memory is needed to both stabilize or challenge the 

functional memory. Historical documents kept by archives may become arguments to 

strengthen or weaken a historical narrative. And conversely, a recently dominant narrative of 

the functional memory may influence the storage memory. A good example of that process in 

German history is the consensus of German archivists not to destroy any documents from the 

time of the NS regime. So, a rich culture of remembrance of the Holocaust, the Second World 

War, occupation, and the regime of injustice as a part of the functional memory is supported by 

the way the storage memory is fostered. 

This may serve as an example of the way in which the work of archives is shaped by the needs 

of recollection processes within a society’s functional memory. In the German case, the cultural 

trauma of National Socialism is inscribed into the archives by strategies and decisions of 

archival appraisal. 

The experience of colonialism may also cause cultural traumata.5 In some cases, this might have 

a direct impact on the storage memory of a colonialized society, when e.g. archival documents 

are transferred to institutions in the imperial metropolis.6 But even the existence of archives as 

such may be considered traces of colonialism. Archives are often installed by colonial agencies, 

as in the case of the National Archives of India.7 Moreover, the archived documents themselves 

were products of a certain technology of colonial rule, preserving a colonial view on the 

colonized people.8 That is what scholars in the early phase of the subaltern studies had to 

experience when they were looking for sources on peasants’ self-representation. They had to 

reconstruct testimonies of peasants’ consciousness from records produced by colonial - or later 

national - authorities who dealt with peasants’ self-assertion in terms of suppression of social 

unrests.9 

But not only the archive as a part of the mechanisms of power has a colonial origin; the idea of 

the archive as a resource of historical knowledge is an idea of European origin, as well, as is 
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the idea of an empirical history based on facts which are provided by archival sources. Both, 

modern history and the modern historical archive, are thus contaminated by colonialism. 10 

This is the outline of assumptions and questions that a possible research on the history of 

archives in India could be based on. Subjects of investigation could include the legal and social 

contexts that accompanied the institution of archives, archivists’ reflexions on the situation and 

function of archives within the Indian historical culture and archivists’ modes of working. In 

detail, those subjects include the formation of the archival landscape, especially newly founded 

archives with special collecting objectives, or institutional policies of archives, like special 

collecting programs aiming to compensate gaps in archival collections caused by colonial 

perspectives. Subjects might also address reconsiderations of the informative values of certain 

types of archival documents and theories and concepts of appraisal, as well as changes of the 

internal structure of archives, the arrangement of funds and collections or the classification of 

records.  

The research could be based on material which includes information about the structure and 

policies of Indian archives and about archivists’ work. Sources could be archival journals (e.g. 

The Indian Archives), printed material for archivists’ education, handbooks on archives and 

guides to archives and their funds and collections, archivists’ autobiographical writings, written 

institutional policies of archives and political or legal documents that determine the archival 

practice. 

During my secondment in Delhi for one month, I could not really delve deeply into the issue. 

Nonetheless, conversations with Indian archivists and historians, as well as looking through the 

journal The Indian Archives as far as possible produced some interesting insights. 

First, a project as the one outlined needs to start by collecting very fundamental information. 

No academic research has been done on the history of archives in India to date. Of course, the 

Indian archival journal includes brief histories of several institutions and current news from the 

archives, but hardly any kind of theoretical meta reflection and is a medium of longer and 

comprehensive reports, at all. That is true at least for the volumes I inspect, which were 

published during the 1970s and 1980s. It would already be a challenge to get complete set of 

the journal and the best chance of that is within Europe, with its well-functioning system of 
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interlibrary loan. Writing a history of Indian archives based on the journal would be quite a 

jigsaw and most probably would result in no more than an institutional history including an 

overview of the most important holdings and collections, but that is the foundation  for any 

further steps. 

Different institutions existed, linking the archives to administration, legislation and politics, 

like the Historical Records Commission, the Committee on Record Management or the 

Committee for Legislation on Records of National Importance. The work and fate of these 

institutions as well as political debates about them would be of interest to examining the 

political leverage which archives offer. But it is questionable if one could get access to relevant 

sources for the history of those committees and commissions, because not only the archives 

have restrictive rules on access. The Federation and its single states are also not eager to hand 

over their records to the archives. From conversations with archivists and historians, I got the 

impression of quite an exclusive habit of archives in India, which makes me doubtful whether 

one could get access, for instance, to the internal policies of the archives. Historians I talked to 

feel that there is a lack in the cultural memory, partly because archival holdings important for 

the history of India are in the former imperial metropolis, but also because the modern archival 

system seems to continue the detraction of the records. They deplore a significant loss of any 

kind of sources and are longing for a kind of universal archive, which does not include records 

but also artefacts, buildings etc. as a kind of overcompensation. 

Although the lack of archives and the loss of important sources for Indian history in pre-modern 

India was already asserted decades ago,11 archivists I talked to decisively rejected the 

assumption, that the institution of an archive itself would be a British invention. They referred 

to the well-organised administration of the Mogul states with their written reports and 

calculations, as well as to written genealogies as part of rural memory culture. Of course, they 

concede that there is a difference between the pre-modern and modern archives in India, a 

difference which should be described and theoretically manifested. That difference could be an 

interesting point to approach by means of the concept of cultural trauma, in particular. 

A clear reaction to the country’s colonial history is the establishment of the Nehru Memorial 

Museum and Library (NMML). The NMML, an autonomous institution under the Ministry of 

Culture, holds also an archive that collects papers of Indian freedom fighters and runs a 

continuous oral history programme to collect the memories and voices of the independence 
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movement. The archive itself is a kind of monument to the independent nation of India and a 

kind of counter memory to the archives established by the colonial regime. 
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