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Abstract 

This thesis aims to examine the politics of French colonial archives in the French empire with a 

specific focus on the Ministry of the Colonies, French West Africa and Indochina. Its chronological 

scope starts in 1894, date of the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies, until the independences 

in 1960. 

By engaging with the definition and theory of archives as stated by archival science in the 

exploration and retracing of the history of the archives, it shows that the notion of fonds is key to 

linking governance, power and archives. While a global formal archival policy could not be found 

in the French empire before 1946, which was when the decolonisation process (as opposed to 

independence) effectively started, some archives could be gathered and sometimes organised 

when needed for the running of daily tasks. They were created for exercising surveillance, the 

process of decision-making or setting up bureaucratic procedures. All these aspects demonstrate 

the multifaceted object that is an archive, which in this case had informative, political and 

administrative value. 

In addition, this thesis uncovers the organisation of power within the colonial governing body, 

beyond official discourses and narrative, by identifying the organisation and ensemble of archives 

and their interdependence across the French empire. It will show that the central core of French 

colonial authority was an ever-shifting capacity rather than a location or a specific unchanging 

governing body. It allowed for a complex balance between ensuring administrative continuity 

between the colonies and mainland France while also maintaining a distance between the 

colonies and the French national Republic.  

This research therefore contributes to “archives as an object of study” in its own right, by shedding 

light on their use as governing tools in the French colonial context. In doing so, it contributes to 

filling gaps in the history of archival science as well as French colonial history. 
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Introduction 

 

 

Research outline 

At the origin of this PhD research, lies the well-known assertion that written 

documents, including administrative records, are instruments of power: ‘L’écrit en 

général, et plus particulièrement l’imprimé, m’étaient apparus très tôt comme des 

instruments de pouvoir aux mains de certaines catégories spécialisées – du scribe 

égyptien au secrétaire de chancellerie humaniste du XVe siècle et du conseiller au 

parlement d’Ancien régime à l’énarque de notre temps’.1 Its aim is to examine the 

question of what their relation to power comes to be once they become archives and 

subsequently how they morph into an archive.2  

Archives can be seen as a palimpsest that carries layers of different processes and 

arrangements –administrative and archival– of the governing bodies in charge of them, 

as well as those of the contexts of their production. In this sense, any archive can be a 

matter of interrogation and critical thinking little explored by scholarship so far: what are 

the principles that ordered their organisation? Who dictated these principles and why? 

When and where were they designed and implemented? How were they applied and by 

whom? These questions can only be addressed through the analysis of the making-

                                                             
1 Henri-Jean Martin, Histoire et pouvoirs de l’écrit (Paris: Albin Michel, 1996), V. 
2 On power and the writing culture, see amongst others: Jack Goody, The Power Of The Written Tradition 
(Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 2000); Roger Chartier, L’ordre des livres. Lecteurs, auteurs, 
bibliothèques en Europe entre le XIVe et le XVIIIe siècle (Aix-en-Provence: Alinéa, 1992); George Steinmetz, The 
Devil’s Handwriting: Precoloniality and the German Colonial State in Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest Africa 
(Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 2007). 
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process of archives and therefore the context of their making, in other words their 

“metadata” to use a term usually applied to digital records.  

Colonial archives are located at the crossroads of several tensions, which make 

them of particular interest for uncovering the relationship between archives and power. 

First, the tension between state and empire as their specificity is that they were related 

to a state administration that ruled territories that were not part of the state. Secondly, 

the tension between nation and empire since colonial archives concerned several 

populations and territories that did not respond to the same legislations and rules. 

Thirdly, that between central and local as the French colonial archives were those of a 

centralised administrative system yet delegating a great deal of power overseas. 

This thesis therefore addresses the politics of archives in the French colonial 

empire from 1894, the date of the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies, to 1960, the 

period of the independences in Africa, with a special focus on the Ministry of the Colonies, 

French West Africa (Afrique occidentale française: AOF) and Indochina (officially 

independent in 1954). It shows, and this is its primary claim, that archives are 

performative of power, understood here as authority and jurisdiction, and should not be 

addressed as only a mere by-product of it, as is often the case. French colonial archives 

were indeed shaped by the way power was organised and delegated within the colonial 

governing body. Conversely, they also shaped, to some extent, the way power operated, 

mainly as a means of liaising and supervising throughout the chain of command as well 

as a means of centralising and controlling access to information and data.  

In a bureaucratic organisation, accountability, traceability and information are 

indeed key elements for governing bodies to operate. Records of activities of all sorts 

warrant continuity of office, coherence and coordination between all divisions and 
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departments, as well as remote command and overseeing of offices and administrators. 

In addition, records are a means for any organisation to centralise and gather information, 

whether to perform informed decision-making or to collect intelligence and data.  

The circulation and holding of records can therefore be seen as the bone structure 

of a governing body that relies on bureaucracy. Therefore, clusters of records as well as 

their absence are both significant to governing and are the empirical result of 

bureaucratic activities. As such, they constitute the basis upon which archival 

management will determine record groups, fonds and series and their respective 

metadata. The recovering of this making-process constitutes a new and fruitful 

perspective to the understanding of the French colonial government, its inner and outer 

operating and a fresh and original examination of archives as governing tools. 

This research therefore performs a shift of focus in the scholarship from “content 

of archives” to “organisation of archives”. Its contribution to the state of knowledge 

unfolds in two parts which address gaps in the field of history and archival science. First, 

what a colonial archive is, and more broadly the understanding of what an archive is. 

Secondly, the history of the French colonial governing body and more precisely the 

articulation of its functioning between central and local governments. 

It does so in the continuity of recent academic debates engaging with colonial 

archives as an object of study in their own right (as called for by Stoler3). However, while 

most of these studies approach archives as documents or sources and in order to proceed 

to a shift to “archives organisation”, this research addresses archives as a set of fonds, in 

respect to the definition of archival science internationally4.  

                                                             
3 Ann Laura Stoler, ‘Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance’, Archival Science 2, no. 1 (2002): 87–109. 
4 Peter Horsman, Eric Ketelaar, and Theo Thomassen, ‘New Respect for the Old Order: The Context of the Dutch 
Manual’, The American Archivist 66, no. 2 (2003): 249–70. 
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The fonds is the basic element of a classification theory that does not apply 

artificially created thematic frames to organise documents – such as in a library – but 

observes in an empirical manner the organic shape of the ensemble of records it has at 

hand to “merely” systematise the rationale that is at the core of the archives these 

records constitute.5  In the same way as an individual files their records in a personal and 

specific manner, which depends on their perspective, mind-set and work process, a 

governing body files them in a way which is specific to its organisation, rationale and way 

of operating.  

One of the main, as well as essential, arguments raised by the theory of archives 

as outlined by archival science is that archival fonds are ‘organic’ items in the sense that 

first, each archive is unique and has its own rationale and development and second, that 

interdependence is essential to archives, each part of an archive being closely connected 

to the whole and vice versa6.  

The postulate of the organic nature of archives as posited by archival science, fully 

embraced by this research, allows for the opening of a new field of reflection with regards 

to the relationship between archives and power from an empirical standpoint. Fonds 

constitute its point of entry and what links an archive to the organisation of a governing 

body. The making and shaping of an archival system in both its intellectual (classification 

system) and material (location and physical organisation of the fonds) aspects are 

intimately connected to the type of rule exercised by the administration they belonged 

to. Investigating them and their origins thus uncovers the use of its files by a government, 

and therefore its activities in practice, beyond official policies and narratives. 

                                                             
5 It should be mentioned that the recent emergence of digital archives has somehow impacted this view, but it 
is not relevant to the scope of this research.  
6 Horsman, Ketelaar, and Thomassen, ‘New Respect for the Old Order: The Context of the Dutch Manual’. 
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The findings, derived from this approach and pointing to archives not being a mere 

by-product of power but also performative of it as stated earlier, can be articulated 

around the use and values of archives. Archives were made and utilised within the French 

colonial governing body (whether in the form of classified records in offices or as a general 

archival policy) with three main motives: decision-making (in relation to governance and 

administration), information (in relation to surveillance and monitoring) and bureaucratic 

control (in relation to supervision and inspection). In addition, archives have political, 

administrative and historical value in the course of their history.  

The unfolding of the uses and values of archives is crucial to their history because 

it highlights the ways in which they are a complex and multifaceted object and ultimately 

a social object subject to different meanings, manipulations and treatments as fonds. For 

example, the organisation and classification of an archive used for surveillance will be 

different from an archive gathering records of correspondence between offices: the first 

one is more likely to be organised alphabetically or thematically whereas the latter is 

more likely to be organised chronologically. Moreover, and perhaps less obviously, 

processes to collect and manage archives within a governing body differ depending on 

the rationale in place. To name but one example, the more centralised the decision-

making, the bigger the volume of archives, for they testify to a greater back-and-forth 

activity with the central body in terms of correspondence, feedback and follow-up. In the 

same way, a tight chain of command is likely to rely on heavy bureaucratic procedures 

and large archives to ensure continuity of office, traceability as well as accountability. 

Both archives are also more likely to show a complex organisation as they involve a range 

of administrative activities and topics.  
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In the case of the French colonial empire, archives contributed to the persistence 

of French colonial authority in order to exercise domination in the colonial context. First, 

under this regime, the political and administrative value of archives consistently took 

precedence over their historical value in the designing or absence of designing a policy 

for them.7 This particularly showed during crises when the French authorities expressed 

great concern about maintaining control over the archives and the destruction of records, 

while never implementing a system and a policy that would have made them usable, with 

the notable exception of Indochina, which, in contrast, further highlights the puzzling 

chaotic state of archives in AOF and the Ministry.  

Second, even though some offices and some specific collections of records had an 

element of centralisation, these remained isolated instances and not the general rule. 

This testifies to the fact that the “central” governing body of the French empire, the 

Ministry of the Colonies, did not fully centralise power or decision-making in practice. For 

this reason, it should be seen more as part of a complex governing institution combining 

on the one hand administrative continuity between mainland France and the colonies, 

and on the other hand the separation or “alienation” of the colonies from the Republic. 

Ultimately, localised and isolated archives did exist when they were necessary for the 

daily running of offices and departments. They were maintained for gathering and 

centralising information (surveillance), decision-making (governance), and bureaucratic 

control (inspection) as already mentioned.  

Third and more broadly, it can be argued that there are as many archives as there 

are administrations, and for that reason, there are as many uses of archives as archives 

themselves. What is common to all archives however, is that more than a classification 

                                                             
7 Which will be developed in this thesis. 
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system, they are a structure in the sense that they are shaped by the institution to which 

they belong as much as they shape it. In other words, it is impossible to think about the 

making of an archive without thinking about the conditions and the environment in which 

they were made, for the simple reason that they are not only the product of a certain 

administration, but they are also performative of this very administration. In that sense, 

they are a tool of governance in their own right. This means that this research, although 

focused on the colonial regime and specific case studies, is not limited to them and 

engages with the study of archives in a broader sense. 

 

Methodology and sources 

The starting point of the examination of the sources and the original research 

questions was the design of what an imperial colonial archival organisation should be, in 

theory (see diagram below). For Richards, reflecting on the British empire: ‘historians 

have tended to confer a lot more unity on the British empire than is justified. Most people 

during the nineteenth century were aware that their empire was something of a collective 

improvisation’. Yet, one main component of a coherent British imperial archive, or, as he 

puts it, the archive of the ‘fantasy’ of an empire that he addresses in his study, would have 

been unification and unity: ‘It was much easier to unify an archive composed of texts than 

to unify an empire made of territory’.8  

While this research does not address the “fantasy” of a French empire, but its 

empirical reality, it is nevertheless useful to imagine what a version of an “ideal” French 

imperial archive would be in order to better highlight the tensions of the French colonial 

                                                             
8 Peter Horsman, Eric Ketelaar, and Theo Thomassen, ‘New Respect for the Old Order: The Context of the Dutch 
Manual’, The American Archivist 66, no. 2 (2003): 3-4. 
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archives in reality. On paper, the French colonial archives could have indeed been part of 

a bigger ensemble which would encompass both the metropolitan archives as a whole 

and the archives from the overseas colonies. However, this was of course never the case. 

This theoretical design was an effective way to approach the sources first by identifying 

what were the differences between the “theoretical model” and the practice in the 

French colonial archives, and secondly why, and more importantly how these differences 

occurred in the course of the existence of the French colonial archives.  

 

  
 

 

 

This diagram sheds light on the instrumental importance of archival fonds for this 

research. Each circle in the diagram can be considered a fonds, some of them overlapping, 

making the way they interact – or could have interacted – with each other, and their 

tensions, apparent.  

Gubernatorial colonial 
archives (Government 

General) 

Central colonial 
archives 

Government general 

Gubernatorial colonial  
archives (Government 

General) 

A version of an imagined “French imperial archive”  

Imperial archives: located on the ground of the 
French empire, whether colonies or metropole. 
Republican archives: located on the ground of 
the French Republic. 
National archives: belonging to the French 
nation (people). 
State archives: special status in terms of access 
and communication compared to national 
archives. 
County archives: metropolitan France local 
archives. 
Colonial archives: located in colonised 
territories and the Ministry of the Colonies. 
Central colonial archives: located in the Ministry 
of the Colonies. 
Gubernatorial colonial archives: located in the 
Governments General in the colonies. 
Local colonial archives: located in local 
governments (when federation of colonies) and 
local colonial offices. 
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The archival fonds appeared instrumental for another reason, which unfolds into 

two intertwined aspects. This research engages with very different geographical areas, 

and is located at the crossroads of colonial studies, history of archives, and French and 

Francophone studies. Moreover, it engages with archives as a historical object of study 

with an innovative perspective that uncovers its social dimension as an object of study as 

well. With the aim of articulating both historical and social contextualisation of the 

“object” archives in mind, the archival fonds were made the point of focus and the thread 

of this analysis. This not only allowed the unfolding of multiple factors and interventions 

that led to their shaping and their development but also helped to engage with archives 

as the dynamic, evolving, shifting object that they are.  

First, far from being static, despite a superficial common understanding as stored 

“inert” items, archives circulate. They circulate as administrative records inside the 

governing body that issued them, they circulate as pieces of documentation delivered for 

consultation to administrators, researchers and more broadly the general public, they 

circulate as items moved and manipulated when managed by archivists, etc. If 

conservation and preservation consist of an essential feature of archives, liaising does 

too.  

Secondly, in many ways, archives also connect. They connect administrators, 

offices, generations and researchers to their object of study and so on. Therefore, they 

are as much a historical object as they are a social object involving a network of practices 

and people. This makes the articulation of historical and social contextualisation related 

to the making of French colonial archives a dynamic process all the more relevant. In 

consequence, at the core of the investigation for this research, the issue was not so much 

who made the archives or what they were, but rather how did they “become” – which of 
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course contains elements of an answer to the “who” and “what” – making the focus on 

the archival fonds, again the basic unit of archives as defined by archival science, all the 

more relevant.  

Keeping in mind that archives are historical and social objects, an interdisciplinary 

approach, at the crossroads of history and sociology, thus seemed best adapted to first 

fully uncover the development of archival fonds, in their organic nature. This would 

consist of a series of processes, themselves prompted by historical context as well as 

individual initiatives. Secondly, and more precisely, the French colonial archives were as 

much the result of a causal chain of events in a colonial context as that of specific 

professional activities of colonial administrators and colonial archivists, rendering 

elements of history and sociology relevant for a comprehensive analysis of the politics of 

French colonial archives. Elias’ approach to social organisation, at the crossroads of 

history and sociology, is particularly enlightening in this regard: 

Le passage à la pensée scientifique correspond au fait suivant: grâce à ce que l’on 
pourrait appeler “la distanciation”, l’on reconnaît un champ événementiel, perçu 
jusqu’alors sans grande réflexion comme l’émanation de diverses actions, 
intentions ou buts d’individus singuliers, le caractère relativement autonome, 
indépendant et impersonnel d’un complexe d’événements spécifique. On peut 
dire que ce qui conditionne le passage à la pensée scientifique, c’est la capacité de 
l’homme à percevoir ainsi un complexe spécifique d’événements.9 
 

Focusing on the making-process of archives through addressing archives as 

archival fonds, made it possible to explore the ‘complexe d’évènements’ that led to the 

constitution of colonial archives as the result of historical and social processes, in the 

sense that a process is never the sole result of an individual’s initiative or of a sole 

environment, but a combination of factors. For this reason, each archive is unique and 

                                                             
9 Norbert Elias, La Société Des Individus (Paris: Fayard, Pocket, 1991): 63-4. 
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there are as many archives as governing bodies. The shape and arrangement in which 

they resulted is linked to their environment. Indeed, archival fonds, as the result and 

product of the exercise of colonial power that was not just the result of individuals’ 

activity and nor simply the result of an institution’s policy but a combination of both, 

represent a fascinating material to shed light on the specific organic development of an 

archive. Hence, the added value of an interdisciplinary approach. 

Following the archival fonds, that is to say their organisation and their making-

process, as the principal thread to the examination of this topic, therefore proved to be 

the most efficient way to make the most of the sources. It also allowed exploration of the 

history of the archives in depth and finding the right ‘distance’ to uncover to its fullest the 

‘complexe d’évènements’, both institutional and individual, historical and social, that 

contributed to the making of French colonial archives as a complex multifaceted process. 

Putting them at the core of the research questions opened the way to identify the events, 

dynamics and people which led to their shaping as we know it, which was the result of 

individual and collective decisions, anticipated as well as unforeseen circumstances and 

intentional and unintentional acts. In doing so, it made it possible to uncover and explore 

the different layers and aspects of their development.  

This approach to archives is applied to two case studies in the French colonial 

empire, AOF and Indochina, as well as to the Ministry of the Colonies that linked them in 

mainland France. The format of a doctoral thesis does not make it possible to address all 

the archives that constituted the French colonial archives. The French empire never 

designed or implemented a global archival policy that would apply to all colonised 

territories. Instead, while sporadic connections existed between mainland France and the 

colonies about archival management, each territory managed their archives on their own 
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terms. Therefore, Indochina and AOF have been selected because of the accessibility to 

their respective archives, and more importantly for their similarities. They are the only 

two colonial territories that created archives in the 1910s and appointed archivists who 

both graduated from the Ecole des Chartes10 in mainland France. The exploration of the 

archives of these two territories and those of the Ministry makes it possible to identify 

and deduce general principles underpinning the making of the French colonial archives, 

with the ambition that these principles can be adapted and applied to other potential 

case studies across the French empire. 

This approach therefore led to the design of the following research questions: 

1/ What does the global organisation of the French colonial archives tell us about the 

decision-making processes and the repartition of power? 

2/ Which tensions did colonial archives show in the exercise of French colonial power?  

3/ How were the archives used by the different governing bodies in order to exercise 

power over a territory? 

The sources and records were examined with these questions in mind from a critical 

perspective.  

Nevertheless, Marc Bloch reminds us of the necessity of multiple perspectives for 

scholarship. His following statement in that regard is fully embraced by this research: 

Ici, donc, on n’a encore rien de plus ni rien de moins qu’une perspective, que 
d’autres perspectives devront compléter. Tel est bien, en effet, en tout ordre de 
recherche, le rôle de l’analyse. La science ne décompose le réel qu’afin de mieux 
l’observer, grâce à un jeu de feux croisés dont les rayons constamment se 
combinent et s’interpénètrent. Le danger commence quand chaque projecteur 

                                                             
10 The École des chartes provided, and still provides, archival science training in France. It was created in 1821, 
initially to restore monarchy’s legitimacy, but started to run only in 1830. Archiviste-paléographe, informally 
“chartiste”, is the title of the archivists who graduate from this school. More on the history of this school in Lara 
Jennifer Moore, Restoring Order. The Ecole Des Chartes and the Development of Libraries and Archives in France, 
1820-1870 (Duluth: Mitwin Books, 2008); and Yves-Marie Bercé, Olivier Guyotjeannin, and Marc Smith, L’École 
Nationale Des Chartes :  Histoire de l’école Depuis 1821 (Thionville: Gérard Klopp éditeur, 1997). 
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prétend à lui seul tout voir; quand chaque canton du savoir se prend pour une 
patrie.11 
 

History, as a disciplinary body of knowledge, provides the possibility to establish facts and 

to critically think about narratives, and assess their validity.12 To use a figure of speech, 

while the same figure can be seen as a 6 on one side and a 9 on the other side, history’s 

purpose is to establish the validity of those two perspectives (narratives), and dismiss the 

claim that it is a 7. In consequence, the results of this research have been methodically 

assessed and established to the best of my knowledge, based on the sources at my 

disposal; its perspective on archival fonds as social and historical objects aim to contribute 

to a broader body of academic knowledge. 

 
Archives are a multi-faceted material indeed and many approaches were 

potentially possible, and potentially just as informative. For example, had the research 

questions evolved around prosopography and networks, the results would have been 

considerably different, yet just as valid.  

 

As is often the case in area studies, this research addresses sources, fieldwork and 

settings in which the predominant language is different from that of the thesis. The 

French and English language have different understandings of the word ‘archive’. The 

meaning is more restrictive in the latter case, whereas the former does not distinguish 

between ‘record’ and ‘archive’ and instead considers any administrative document to be 

an archival document.  

                                                             
11 Marc Bloch, Apologie Pour l’histoire Ou Métier d’historien (Paris: Armand Colin, 1993): 163. 
12 Simon Gunn and Lucy Faire, ‘Introduction’, in Research Methods for History. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2011): 4. 
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While this may have proved challenging in some aspects, it also created 

opportunities to shift perspective on some issues and bring nuance to arguments or 

simply to think critically about them. For instance, while the English language 

distinguishes between records and archives, the French language defines ‘three ages’ of 

the archive (les trois âges de l’archive): archives courantes, archives intermédiaires, 

archives définitives.13 Each of these terms provide slight nuances to the overall concept 

of “archive”. Articulated together, they offered a range of notions to better apprehend 

the richness of “archives” and provided great support to elaborate the definition of 

‘archive’ used in this research, as well as deconstruct and interrogate the material 

gathered during the fieldwork. 

In addition to the translation issue, the word ‘archive’ covers different meanings 

depending on the context in which it is used. For instance, an archive is not necessarily 

issued as such by administrators, but rather as a series of working documents serving a 

practical purpose. In this view, an archive is therefore what documents become once they 

have become obsolete. The moment of their production does not anticipate their future. 

For an archivist, all freshly written documents are a potential archive. Whether or not this 

potentiality will become real depends on a series of factors ranging from random loss to 

destruction policy. Finally, for historians, an archive is an ensemble of sources allowing 

them to identify and research past events and facts. 

The definition of ‘archive’ that this research engages with is as follows: an archive 

is an ensemble of documents that were used by an administration and stopped circulating 

– but could still be used. Handed over to a third party or stored somewhere, these 

documents became archives due to the effect of time, simply because they aged and 

                                                             
13 Sophie Cœuré and Vincent Duclert, Les Archives (Paris: La Découverte, 2001). 
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because they were not destroyed. They are documents that endured, independent of the 

value they had when they were used and independent of the arrangement they 

underwent. 

However, it had to be decided what would be included as “colonial archives” and 

what would not. The general rule adopted here is that any archive handled by the archive 

office in AOF and Indochina, and in the Ministry of the Colonies, would be included, with 

two exceptions concerning the Ministry. In parallel with the ‘archives coloniales’ 

themselves, managed by the archives office of the Ministry, other collections existed that 

were directly linked to the management of the colonies but with a specific status. The 

first one is that of the Dépôt des Cartes et Plans des Colonies, which became the Dépôt 

des Fortifications des Colonies (DFC). Created in 1778, its mission was to collect and 

preserve copies of the maps and manuscripts regarding the geography of the colonial 

territories.14 It has been excluded from the scope of this research as it can be argued that 

it was a manufactured collection rather than an archive as understood here. 

The second one is the Dépôt des Papiers Publics des Colonies (DPPC), which was 

created in 1776. Charged with gathering and preserving civil status records, parish 

records, papers from the judicial offices, census reports, notarial minutes, and lists of 

passengers at the arrival or departure from the colonies, it developed in a way that was 

independent from the rest of the colonial archives in the Ministry. This collection is not 

included in the “colonial archives” as defined in this research because rather than strictly 

being an archive, as we understand it here, it was a collection of copies of records 

collected by the Ministry. Nevertheless, it is argued that the very existence of the DPPC 

                                                             
14 Alexis Rinckenbach, Archives Du Dépôt Des Fortifications Des Colonies : Inde - Inventaire (Aix-en-Provence: 
Centre des archives d’outre-mer, 1998). 
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contributed to “side-tracking” or marginalising the colonial archives within the Ministry. 

Therefore, its development is addressed and explored, but separately from the archives 

per se.  

 

The sources used in this research have been collected during several research trips 

to the archives. I went to the Archives nationales d’Outre-Mer (ANOM) in Aix-en-Provence 

in France on two occasions: 15 to 25 March 2015 and 6 to 24 February 2016. There, I 

accessed documents from a variety of fonds: Archives de service, Ministère des Colonies 

(généralités and affaires politiques), Agence Française d’Outre-Mer, Gouvernement 

Général d’Indochine, Résidence supérieure du Tonkin, Afrique occidentale française 

(microfilms), Ecole coloniale, fonds privé Paul Boudet, fonds documentaire (library). 

In addition, I started investigating French colonial archives for my Masters prior to 

this PhD research. Some archival documents collected at that time proved to be useful 

for this research. Three research trips took place in 2008 and 2009 when ANOM were still 

the Centre des Archives d’Outre-Mer (CAOM). While the same fonds were consulted, it is 

worth mentioning that between 2009 and 2015, the archives de service had been 

reorganised and a printed inventory created.15 

Other material was collected in the Centre #1 of the National Archives of Vietnam 

in Hanoi, during a 2 month stay in March and April 2017. The thorough organisation of 

these archives allowed me to search several fonds: Direction des Archives et des 

Bibliothèques d’Indochine, Gouvernement Général d’Indochine, Direction des Finances 

                                                             
15 In 2009, the archives de service were constituted of around 80 boxes, and around 60 boxes in 2015. While I did 
not enquire about it, one can presume that it was the simple result of the actual appraisal of this fonds: records 
not legally accessible yet, attribution of some boxes or documents to different archival collections and so on.  
However, to my knowledge, it did not significantly affect the content of the boxes or their index numbers. 
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d’Indochine, Résidence supérieure du Tonkin, Service de l’enregistrement, Domaines et 

Timbre de l’Indochine, Résidence de Nam Dihn, Mairie de Hanoi. 

Following this research trip, I went to the Archives nationales of Senegal (ANS) in 

Dakar for three months from May to August 2017, and for another two months in 2018. 

The fonds I was able to explore were: AOF, Sénégal colonial, Fédération du Mali, fonds 

documentaire (library). 

This collection was complemented by a short research trip to the Archives 

départementales d’Ille et Vilaine in Rennes in France in December 2017 where I was lucky 

enough to access the private papers of Jacques Charpy related to AOF, who was the 

archivist there from 1954 to 1958. 

Finally, I was also kindly granted access to Simone de Saint-Exupéry’s private 

papers from the private collection of the d’Agay family in December 2017 in Tarascon in 

France. She was an archivist in Indochina for more than thirty years. 

Through the location, visit and exploration of these archives, I gathered all 

documentation and information relevant to the management of the archives and the daily 

running of archive offices in the Ministry, AOF and Indochina. Archival documents were 

critically assessed and the data collected triangulated. The main sources supporting this 

research are by far the primary and secondary sources from the fonds Archives de service 

(also called Archives des archives). They consist of the administrative files and records of 

the archives office in the French colonial administration. In the cases of the Ministry of 

the Colonies and Indochina, they were quite rich and allowed data triangulation without 

major challenge. As much as possible, the triangulation was undertaken with documents 

found in different fonds, issued by other offices. Finding aids elaborated by the archivists 

at different stages of the history of the archives were also extensively explored to diversify 
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the sources as much as possible and provide different perspectives on the same event or 

fact to that of the archive office itself. 

The case of AOF was more complicated. This is the direct consequence of the 

history of this fonds which is examined in this research. The archives des archives prior to 

1920 are preserved, listed on registry and accessible. No major challenge was 

encountered regarding this period.  

But the ones concerning the period after 1920 were nowhere to be found, despite 

evidence that those records not only existed but were accessible in the 1970s, as Maack’s 

research on the history of libraries in AOF shows. 16 This problem was, to some extent, 

solved with the help of other fonds. Indeed, the archive office was not an isolated one 

and correspondence with other offices was found in other series and fonds. In addition, 

secondary sources and official reports could be found in the fonds documentaire (the 

library) of ANS. Documents from the private archives of Jacques Charpy filled some gaps 

as well. Nevertheless, apart from the usual “loss” or “inadvertent destruction” of archives 

which could explain the absence of the archives des archives, evidence shows that some 

dossiers regarding the archives have simply been withdrawn from some fonds at some 

point in their history. In all cases, data triangulation was applied as much as possible. Yet 

this research exercises caution with regards to the post-1920 period in AOF, and instead 

of formulating a hypothesis, the gaps which could not be filled in the course of this 

research have simply been acknowledged. 

                                                             
16 Mary Niles Maack, Libraries in Senegal. Continuity and Change in an Ermerging Nation (Chicago: American 
Library Association, 1981). 
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Nevertheless, the number of documents and data collected as a whole is quite 

large, amounting to around 50 gigabytes in the form of photographs of documents and 

notes, and a consistent approach was designed to engage with them and analyse them.  

 

As already mentioned, the core body of sources for this research were the 

“archives of the archives” (also called archives de service). They consist of the records of 

archives offices, archives departments and sometimes simply the archivist records. These 

records are crucial to any archive because they consist of no less than the working 

documents issued and used by archivists to process records and archives. In short, it could 

be said that they represent some sort of metadata of the archives (even though this term 

does not usually apply to paper-based archives). They hold the history of the archives and 

their trajectory and therefore information such as the origin of a specific fonds, the 

different transfer dates, traces of potential manipulations of changes already made to the 

fonds, potential destruction and loss of records and so on.  

In addition to information about archives themselves, the archives des archives 

also include records of the archives office activity. Archivist reports, designing of archival 

policy, designing of classification systems and their drafts, answers to archival inquiries, 

access to records, visitor logs to name but a few are all documents that can potentially be 

found in archives des archives.  

All these records are instrumental to understanding the making of archives 

because they are the key that permits retracing the whole trajectory of an archive back 

until its origin as “paperwork”. These records are the sources of the making of archives, 
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as opposed to the making of records.17 They are also instrumental to capturing the 

empirical and organic nature of archives as they allow the uncovering of the different 

processes they underwent in order to retrace their history. Doing so consists of nothing 

less than exploring the “metadata of power” to put it simply – at least in a bureaucratic 

setting.  

Finally, examining these sources consists of a sort of mise en abyme of the archives 

since they are both the sources for the topic and the research topic itself. The very name 

archives des archives explicitly points to it. For example, in the case mentioned above and 

as this thesis shows, it is precisely the very absence of a functional archives office in AOF 

for the most part of its existence that explains, at least partly, the absence of post-1920 

archives des archives in ANS nowadays. Here, the absence of sources, complemented by 

third party sources (from other offices for example), is evidence itself and part of the 

demonstration of the absence of archives (meant as the research topic).  

 

Limitations of the study 

First, saying that I have been overwhelmed by the quantity of material I was able 

to locate –  again, 50 gigabytes – would be an understatement. The archives des archives 

are often overlooked as a corpus of interest for history, yet since they consist of records 

useful to process archives by archivists, they are quite extensive collections – when they 

exist. Instead of a comprehensive use of all the data collected, a thorough selection of 

essential records and archival documents has been made in order to process this 

research.  

                                                             
17 As shown in Chapter 1, most of the scholarship engaging colonial archives focus on their making as records 
(writing and issuing documents), much less as archival fonds.  
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In addition, this research relied on a body of works already existing on the history 

of those archives. French, Vietnamese and Senegalese archivists have produced a number 

of works and articles, published in archival science and history journals as well as in the 

introduction of finding aids, which recount the milestones and major turning points of 

their history as well as that of the archive office and of the colonial governing body. This 

allowed me to focus on new material engaging lesser known or unexplored facts to 

examine the overall policy and making of the archives.  

Some aspects of this history, secondary to this research, have been excluded in 

order to leave room for the main focal point and for material directly engaging with the 

research questions. For instance, the gender factor in the career of Simone de Saint-

Exupéry, a French archivist in Indochina, offers a fascinating case study for women’s 

history. It will be, as well as other singled-out episodes, and to the extent that an 

opportunity is given, the subject of future articles.  

Secondly, the focus on the history of the archival fonds, and their production by 

the colonial authority, omitted the issue of the use of these archives, notably by the 

colonised populations. The large-scale scope adopted for this research across three 

territories, as it focused on common features, namely French colonial power, could not 

engage with agency of local colonised population. One of the main challenges in this 

respect was the diversity of languages of the countries that composed colonial AOF and 

Indochina. Each country, with its own national history, social and political context, 

showed different responses to the colonial authority and the way archives were used to 

assert this authority. For example, at the local level, the chaotic state of the archives of 
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the justice court of Bangui in Congo, and the subsequent absence of records, was used by 

local chief Ouananga in 1946 to have his sentence withdrawn18. 

Therefore, this research contributes to a body of works which recently added to 

the renewal of the field of colonial studies. To name but a few, Dramé’s thesis on the 

history of the Direction des affaires politiques in AOF and Nguyen’s thesis on the history 

of libraries in Colonial and post-colonial Vietnam constitute enlightening and essential 

studies complementary to this research.19  

Finally, again because of the scope of this research, and the absence of a common 

timeframe to all the territories whose archive offices operated independently from each 

other, a chronological structure to the thesis appeared inappropriate. The structuring of 

the thesis plan by territories would have called, as for it, for a comparative methodology. 

It would have resulted in a juxtaposition of results, which would have been oblivious to 

the overlaps and tensions of major aspects of the French politics of archives under 

colonial rule. A thematic structuring of the main arguments and results, with each chapter 

unfolding the relevant chronological milestones, appeared to be the most appropriate to 

focus fully on the making-process of archives. 

 

State of knowledge 

Scholarship has little explored French colonial archives, and the published papers 

concerning them can be divided between two main groups: first, those authored by 

                                                             
18 ANOM, Service XI, 381, courrier du 27/03/1946 de l’administrateur en chef des colonies Lacour au gouverneur 
des colonies. 
19 Amadou Dramé, ‘La Direction Des Affaires Politiques et Administratives (DAPA) : Histoire d’une Institution Du 
Gouvernement Colonial Français En Afrique de l’Ouest (1846-1957)’ (Thèse de doctorat, Dakar, Université Cheikh 
Anta Diop, 2016); Cindy Nguyen, ‘Reading and Misreading: The Social Life of Libraries and Colonial Control in 
Vietnam, 1865-1958’ (PhD Thesis, Berkeley, USA, University of California, Berkeley, 2019). 
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archivists, and second, those authored by historians. Regarding the first, archivists have 

published numerous papers about the French colonial archives. Most of them consist of 

finding aids (guide des sources, inventaires and so on) that provide short yet essential 

overviews of the archives concerned. In addition, a few academic papers can also be 

found, published in French archival science journals for the most part, and a few published 

in history journals. Most of these papers provide a detailed, micro history of the trajectory 

of the French colonial archives. Yet, the mostly positivist tradition of French archivistique 

as well as the intertwining of archive institutions with archives in the French context – 

archival studies is not a developed academic field in France as is the case in Great Britain 

or the United States for instance – do not always allow for critical thinking, which is 

nevertheless indispensable especially within the framework of colonial history.  

Carlo Laroche and Taillemite recounted the history of the colonial offices and 

administrations that issued the archives d’outre-mer.20 They both provided a broad and 

essential description of the archives but overlooked historical analysis. Indeed, while 

introducing different fonds, both located in France and colonial territories, Laroche, for 

instance, argued that each archive in the colonised territories constituted a ‘New France’ 

(‘Nouvelle France’), a common rhetoric in 1951 but which has largely been challenged by 

historiography since. Yet, Laroche was amongst the first, if not the very first, to address 

French colonial archives as a whole, including both metropolitan archives and territorial 

                                                             
20 Carlo Laroche, ‘Les Archives de l’expansion Française Outre-Mer Conservées En Métropole’, Gazette Des 
Archives 55, no. 1 (1966): 235–52; Carlo Laroche, ‘Les Archives d’outre-Mer et l’histoire Coloniale Française’, 
Revue Historique 206, no. 2 (1951): 213–53; Etienne Taillemite, ‘Les Archives de La France d’Outre-Mer’, La 
Gazette Des Archives, no. 22 (1957): 6–22; Etienne Taillemite, ‘Les Archives [Anciennes] Des Colonies Aux 
Archives Nationales’, La Gazette Des Archives, no. 46 (1964): 93–116; Etienne Taillemite, ‘Les Archives et Les 
Archivistes de La Marine Des Origines à 1870’, Bibliothèque de l’Ecole Des Chartes CXXVII (1969). 
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archives. In that regard, his understanding of archives proved to be informative, from a 

technical and archiving perspective, as is developed in Chapter 3. 

Menier provided an introduction to the French colonial archives and their history, 

but her study remained limited to an institutional perspective.21 Therefore, as insightful 

as the chronological trajectory of these archival fonds may be, archives were approached 

as an institutional object. Similarly, Cornède in 2009, then director of CAOM, published a 

paper introducing the “archives d’outre-mer”, which comprised both the trajectory of 

those fonds and an introduction of CAOM, providing a thorough account of the archives 

located in CAOM, as well as information such as CAOM’s opening times, available finding 

aids and data bases.22 More recently, the edited volume by Van Reeth and Dion, 

respectively former and current Director of ANOM, published on the occasion of the 50th 

anniversary of the ANOM (formerly CAOM), contains chapters offering an extensive 

understanding of the variety of the archival collections in ANOM as well as of its rich 

history.23 These papers highlight the milestones and trajectory of the archives as well as 

describing their content but, by focusing on the institutional aspect of archives, they lack 

historical and social contextualisation of their shaping and of the processes that led to 

that shaping.  

The same remark can be made in the case of Mbaye’s PhD thesis, Charpy and Maurel 

for AOF.24 Saliou Mbaye, who was the director of the National Archives in Senegal from 

                                                             
21 Marie-Antoinette Menier, ‘Cent Ans Dans l’histoire Des Archives de La Colonisation’, Gazette Des Archives 139, 
no. 1 (1987): 207–22. 
22 Martine Cornède, ‘Politique d’ouverture Des Fonds Coloniaux’, Afrique Histoire 7, no. 1 (2009): 313–20. 
23 Benoît Van Reeth and Isabelle Dion, eds., Histoires d’outre-Mer :  Les Archives Nationales d’outre-Mer Ont 50 
Ans (Paris [Aix-en-Provence]: Somogy éditions d’art ANOM, 2017). 
24 Saliou Mbaye, ‘Histoire Des Archives et Des Institutions Coloniales Françaises En Afrique de l’Ouest (1816-
1960)’ (Thèse de doctorat, Dakar, Sénégal, Université Cheihk Anta Diop, 1996); Jacques Charpy, ‘L’introduction, 
Par Claude Faure, de l’archivistique Française En AOF’, in AOF : Réalités et Héritages - Sociétés Ouest-Africaines 
et Ordre Colonial, 1895-1960, by Charles Becker, Saliou Mbaye, and Ibrahima Thioub, vol. 1, 2 vols (Dakar: 
Archives nationales du Sénégal, 1997); Jacques Charpy, ‘Les Archivistes de l’AOF Face à Leur Temps.’, Outre-Mers. 
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1977 to 2005, and had been working in the Senegalese archives since 1974, produced a 

thorough exploration of the colonial archives in AOF by combining both their institutional 

and material dimension. Maurel, was the director of the archives of AOF in Senegal until 

1976, and later the director of CAOM in Aix-en-Provence. He also authored a chapter on 

AOF archives, and more specifically on the work of the French archivist Claude Faure in 

AOF, a chartiste like him.25 Charpy, also a chartiste, published the same year and in the 

same book a paper on the work of Maurel in AOF.26 Then, in 2010, he published a chapter 

more specifically focusing on the career of all archivists in AOF, here again through an 

institutional lens.27 As for Indochina, Dao, an executive at the National Archives in 

Vietnam, focused her PhD research on the history of colonial archives in Vietnam, with an 

institutional perspective as well.28  

All these works consist of precious fundamental descriptions of the history of French 

colonial archives as well as of the institutions in charge of them. This research greatly 

relied on them to proceed, and most of them are addressed in Chapter 2 which focuses, 

primarily, on the making of French colonial archives and its chronology. This thesis seeks 

to further the reflection and to complement the institutional approach by adopting a 

perspective that focuses solely on the archives as an object of study in its own right. By 

doing so, it sheds new light on the overall history of the French colonial archives by 

investigating their making-process from a critical standpoint. Indeed, separating the 

archives, as an object of study, from their institution, be it the administrative bodies that 

                                                             
Revue d’histoire 97, no. 368 (2010): 293–309; Jean-François Maurel, ‘Les Archives de l’AOF Avant, Pendant et 
Après l’AOF’, in AOF : Réalités et Héritages - Sociétés Ouest-Africaines et Ordre Colonial, 1895-1960, by Charles 
Becker, Saliou Mbaye, and Ibrahima Thioub, vol. 1, 2 vols (Dakar: Archives nationales du Sénégal, 1997). 
25 Maurel, ‘Les Archives de l’AOF Avant, Pendant et Après l’AOF’. 
26 Charpy, ‘L’introduction, Par Claude Faure, de l’archivistique Française En AOF’. 
27 Charpy, ‘Les Archivistes de l’AOF Face à Leur Temps.’ 
28 Thi Dien Dao, ‘Les Archives Coloniales Du Viet Nam (1858-1954). Les Fonds Conservés Au Dépôt Central de Ha 
Noi. Fonds de La Résidence Supérieure Au Tonkin.’ (Paris, Université Paris 7, 2004). 
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produced them or the conservation institutions that stewarded them, allows for engaging 

with archives as the complex and multifaceted object that they are and to uncover the 

tensions and dynamics that led to their making and shaping.  

Secondly, academic research has engaged very little with the French colonial 

archives. Monique Lakroum addressed the history of the French colonial archives as a 

secondary topic to her study primarily focusing on the production of knowledge, and 

specifically that of history.29 Sophie Dulucq also dedicated a part of her book to colonial 

archives, but she does so mostly by relying on Lakroum’s work.30  

Lakroum identifies the French colonial archives as only those of the French Ministry 

of the Colonies.31 She concludes that the creation of the French Ministry of the Colonies 

in ‘1895’ (sic, it was in fact 1894) was the starting point of an extensive and systematic 

gathering of all colonial archives (from metropole and periphery) on the French 

metropolitan soil. Sources and documentation show that this was not the case. The 

transfer of all colonial archives into one place would have meant tremendous human and 

material means, and the shipment of tons of papers from various areas – some of them 

as far away as South-East Asia or the Caribbean. Even if this hypothesis were to be 

considered, the cost of such operations would have been enormous, without mentioning 

the need for safety and preservation of the documents, as well as classification of such a 

quantity of records once in the metropole. 

It is plausible that Lakroum confused the Dépôt des papiers publics des colonies 

(DPPC) with the main colonial archives. The DPPC was a specific archive created in 1776 

                                                             
29 Monique Lakroum, ‘De l’histoire Coloniale à l’histoire Africaine’, in L’Afrique Occidentale Au Temps Des 
Français, ed. Catherine Coquery-Vidrovitch and Odile Georg (Paris: La Découverte, 1992). 
30 Sophie Dulucq, Ecrire l’histoire de l’Afrique à l’époque Coloniale (XIXe-XXe Siècles) (Paris: Karthala, 2009). 
31 Lakroum, ‘De l’histoire Coloniale à l’histoire Africaine’. 
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with the aim of collecting records of the registry offices all over the French colonies (see 

Chapter 4). It was therefore created a long time before the Ministry of the Colonies and 

never contained or was meant to contain archives issued by the French colonial 

administration as a whole, whether from the metropole or the colonies.32 

Amongst historians, Houllemare, focusing on the history of the DPPC in the 

eighteenth century, shows the beginning of an ‘imperial consciousness’ and testifies to 

the link between archival management and political rule.33 Nonetheless, she focuses 

solely on the DPPC while addressing the empire rule without defining it, which leads to 

two confusions. First, the ‘archives’ gathered in mainland France did not consist of all the 

colonial archives; some archives remained in the colonies. Second, she reduces the 

‘inhabitants’ of the French colonies to the colonisers alone, not addressing the colonised 

populations. 

Both Lakroum’s and Houllemare’s work, insightful contributions that shed light on 

the importance of archives  for the production of knowledge and administering French 

citizens in the colonies, highlight the importance of dedicating research specifically to the 

history of colonial archives and their understanding to provide a global framework 

whithin which to explore those specific issues.  

Some papers also addressed French colonial archives with a specific focus on their 

outcome during the independence. Bat, an archivist and historian, published an article 

exploring in a concise way the history of archives in AEF (Afrique équatoriale française).34 

His article mostly focuses on the splitting between those that would be transferred to 

                                                             
32 Dion and Tizon-Germe, ‘Introduction’. 
33 Marie Houllemare, ‘La Fabrique Des Archives Coloniales et La Naissance d’une Conscience Impériale (France, 
XVIIIe Siècle)’, Revue d’histoire Moderne et Contemporaine 61, no. 2 (2014): 7–31. 
34 Jean-Pierre Bat, ‘Les Archives de l’AEF’, Afrique & Histoire 1, no. 7 (2009): 301–11. 
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France and those remaining in independent states. Hannoum explores the archives of the 

Arab office in colonial Algeria.35 Shepard engages with the dispute over colonial archives 

between Algeria and France after the collapse of the French empire.36 He does so by partly 

relying on Boyer’s first-hand recounting of the transfer of the French colonial archives to 

France in the 1960s - Boyer was the head of the archives in colonial Algeria.37 Also focusing 

on the transfers of colonial archives from newly independent states to France, Hiribarren 

offers a concise yet comprehensive study on the making of the “archives d’outre-mer” 

alongside that of other European colonial archives at the end of empires.38 This thesis 

provides an understanding of the making of French colonial archives prior to 

independence and therefore highlights the development of colonial archives which led to 

these outcomes.  

Finally, Maack and Nguyen have produced enlightening in-depth research on the 

history of libraries, respectively in AOF and Indochina, which was interconnected and 

sometimes intertwined with the history of the archives.39 This research is complementary 

to their work.  

Overall, the history of French colonial archives seems to face a gap between, on the 

one hand, archivists who provide insightful knowledge on these archives and their 

institutions within the scope of their profession, and on the other hand historians who, 

lacking an overall comprehensive history of French colonial archives, engage in-depth 

                                                             
35 Abdelmajid Hannoum, ‘Colonialism and Knowledge in Algeria: The Archives of the Arab Bureau’, History and 
Anthropology 12, no. 4 (2001): 343–79. 
36 Todd Shepard, ‘“Of Sovereignty”: Disputed Archives, “Wholly Modern” Archives, and the Post-Decolonization 
French and Algerian Republics, 1962-2012’, American Historical Review 120, no. 3 (June 2015): 869–83. 
37 Pierre Boyer, ‘Les Archives Rapatriées’, Itinéraires, no. 264 (June 1982): 49–67. 
38 Vincent Hiribarren, ‘Hiding the Colonial Past, A Comparison of European Archival Policies’, in Displaced 
Archives, ed. James Lowry (London; New York: Routledge, 2017). 
39 Maack, Libraries in Senegal. Continuity and Change in an Ermerging Nation; Nguyen, ‘Reading and Misreading: 
The Social Life of Libraries and Colonial Control in Vietnam, 1865-1958’. 
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with some targeted – and limited – episodes in the history of their making. This research 

therefore first engages in a discussion with both archivists and historians on French 

colonial archives, thus seeking to stress the importance of the history of those archives 

for the knowledge of French colonisation. Secondly, it focuses on them as an object of 

study in its own right, as opposed to some concise case studies focusing on specific 

isolated events in their history, thus providing a comprehensive framework to articulate 

these very “isolated” events within a larger scope. Thirdly, it more generally contributes 

to opening and uncovering a field of research that remains largely unknown.  

  

Thesis structure 

The scope of this research, engaging with three territories from different 

continents, over six decades of time and its location at the crossroads of three academic 

disciplines (colonial history, French and Francophone studies and Archival studies) called 

for a thorough exploration of the boundaries of this research scope. The first two chapters 

therefore respectively provide an analytical and chronological framework for this 

research before moving on to the actual findings. 

Chapter 1 engages with the theoretical aspects of the politics of colonial archives, 

which consisted of a variety of intertwined aspects. They are addressed through an 

extensive literature review covering the state of knowledge regarding history and archival 

science, as well as archival science and colonial archives. While the volume of studies 

recently published on archives called for an independent chapter, it demonstrates that 

this research engages with the topic from a different perspective, in discussion with 

archival science, to bring to light the essentiality of archival fonds as the link between 

archives, governance and power. 
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Chapter 2 provides an overall understanding of the organisation of the archives 

across the French colonial empire. It shows that far from being a system centralised in the 

Ministry of the Colonies, each territory handled their archives independently from 

mainland France, and from each other. The general rule, with the notable exception of 

Indochina, was that the French colonial archives, including that of the Ministry, were in a 

state of chaos despite sporadic attempts at ordering them on the global or local level.  

In that general context, AOF and Indochina both shared structural similarities in 

that they each created a formal archive office in the 1910s (respectively in 1911 and 1917) 

and appointed a professionally trained archivist to supervise it. However, while the 

archives of Indochina developed a working and, in many regards from an archival science 

perspective, outstanding management of archives, AOF struggled, and failed, to provide 

a cohesive approach to handling its archives until the 1950s. The striking difference in the 

outcomes of these two archives despite their similar beginnings is, in itself, worthy of 

exploration. In addition, the fact that the AOF archives were closer to those of the 

Ministry, the central organ of the French colonial empire, than those of Indochina, if their 

order, or lack thereof, is to be taken as criteria, sheds yet another puzzling light on the 

combination of these three territories for studying the politics of French colonial archives.  

Having established the framework for this research, the findings are  divided into 

three chapters. Chapter 3 addresses “empire” in the colonial archives and the relationship 

between the central core and the local governing bodies in light of the decision-making 

process across the French colonial empire. It offers a window into understanding the 

French colonial empire on the broad imperial scale while avoiding a centre/periphery 

dichotomy and taking into account local specificities. Instead, it  shows that the Ministry 

of the Colonies did not operate as a unique and finite political and administrative centre 
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for the French colonial empire, but rather that it consisted of a sort of filter that both 

incorporated the colonies to the national government, of which it was a part, and 

separated them from the national space by isolating them. 

Indeed, in the course of the French colonial empire, a division existed between 

two types of archives, central and local, which was dynamic and changed depending on 

the circumstances. This distinction reflected a crucial division in the handling of affairs 

between French citizens and subjects (‘indigènes’). The observation of the archives in that 

respect provides insightful information on the division within the French administration 

itself between the Republican rule of law and the arbitrary nature of colonial rule, the 

tensions existing in relation to it and the complexities of their intertwining. As the chapter 

will show, this specific articulation provided the necessary flexibility for the French empire 

to remain competitive against the other European empires, and to maintain power over 

its colonies despite apparent inconsistences. 

Chapter 4 engages with archives from the administrators’ perspective and 

explores the actual location of “clusters” of archives, although not exhaustively. Archives 

did exist, on the basis of limited and localised initiatives from some offices, in the absence 

of a global policy. While this chapter does not aim to design a model, it does show that, 

in the case studies concerned, when there was a need to gather and centralise 

information, archives existed and efforts were made to put them in order. 

The way this gathering of information took place differed greatly depending on 

the need for the governing body to administer territories or to monitor or survey some 

social groups, although there was no clear-cut separation between those two types of 

archives. In many cases the line could be blurry. However, the DPPC on the one hand, a 

unique collection of centralised public records (as opposed to archives per se) in the 
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hands of the Ministry, was primarily designed for and directed at ensuring a continuity of 

service between mainland France and the colonies for overseas French citizens – thus 

bypassing the colonial archives. On the other hand, archives that concerned the colonised 

populations could be directed at the surveillance of some social groups and targeted 

individuals, but could also aim to keep them at a distance from the national space and 

national politics. 

 This furthers the argument of Chapter 3 in the sense that the separation between 

the nation and the colonies was anchored in administrative processes, and was therefore 

dynamic and shifting, as opposed to a centre vs periphery static model.  

Finally, chapter 5 engages with the paradoxical defensiveness and protectiveness 

of French colonial governing bodies towards ownership and the control of access to their 

archives, while at the same time not showing any consistent interest in their 

management, at least in the case of the Ministry and AOF. In the course of their history, 

three types of value of the archives could be identified: administrative, historical and 

political. The articulation of these notions in order to highlight the development of the 

French colonial archives, contributes to fully uncover the complexity of the French politics 

of colonial archives.  

When archives were considered for their administrative value, they were as much 

a tool for administrators to exercise rule and run their daily tasks as they supported and 

reinforced a bureaucratic structure. The most striking example is Indochina where the 

intelligence-like archives reinforced French authority, its monopoly and permanence. Of 

course, this did not prevent the archives from being of interest for their historical and 

political aspects as well, far from it, but in a conclusive way.  
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As for the Ministry, while recurring concerns were expressed in relation to the 

interest of its archives for history and the general public, its most decisive reactions and 

decisions towards its archives happened when ownership or access was at stake. It shows 

that more than administrative or historical objects, which they were, their political value 

took priority as they consisted of a clear addition to its authority within the French 

government itself. Here, the difference between controlling the archives and their access 

and managing the archives was obvious.  

In parallel, the absence of organised archives per se in AOF was yet further 

evidence of an arbitrary implementation of colonial rule despite official legislation and 

narratives. Even though the benefits that would result from the management of archives 

for continuity of office, and the monitoring of administrators was regularly stressed until 

the 1950s, these benefits never seemed to be useful in practice in the context of AOF. The 

administrative value of archives did not take a concrete form on the ground, which points 

to the fact that French colonial power did not rely on bureaucracy to assert its authority 

in AOF, in contrast to the situation in Indochina where colonial bureaucracy was part of 

the repertoire of power. The historical value of archives was therefore their main value 

in AOF, which did not prove, in practice, to be enough of a priority in the ‘grander scheme’ 

of colonial politics to result in effective handling and development of archives.  
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Chapter 1.  

Distinguishing the archives and the archive.  

A literature review 

 

 

Scholarship engaging with the question of archives and power has been prolific and 

provided fruitful debates and discussions. However, most studies have omitted archival 

science. Even significant founding works on the topic of archives such as that of Foucault 

or Derrida have not engaged with archival science and its theory of archives.1 This chapter 

will argue that archival science, and more specifically the exploration of archives as 

defined by archival science in the course of its long development, comprises an element 

that is essential to the discussion on archives and their relationship to power, namely 

archival fonds (or record group and sometimes archival collection). Because of their 

organic nature, as will be shown, the fonds constitute the essential link between 

bureaucracy and power and allow one to observe the distribution of power within a 

political body.  

The exploration of archival fonds as an object of study in their own right – as 

opposed to using them as sources – is a promising yet barely addressed field of study 

which allows one to address the political regime of a government and its repertoire of 

power from an innovative perspective. Indeed, it allows for the organic component of 

                                                             
1 Jacques Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1996); 
Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge (London: Routledge, 2002). 
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archives to be examined, which itself enables the uncovering of the organisation of power 

from an empirical standpoint.  

First, this chapter will explore academic debates on archives and highlight the 

absence of archival science research. Secondly, it will engage with the way the archivist 

and record-keeper community have addressed those debates, with a specific focus on 

their critique of postmodernism applied to archives. Finally, the essentiality of the notion 

of fonds (or record group) to fully comprehend archives and their relationship to power 

will be introduced. 

 

Scholarship on archives 

A remarkable enthusiasm for archives as an object of study has kept many scholars 

from a wide range of disciplines in the humanities busy in the last decades2. To say that 

literature on the matter has been plethoric is an understatement, making it sometimes 

hard to catch up with a seemingly never-ending flow of articles and publications. This 

shows first that the word “archives” has somehow become a concept, mostly prompted 

by Foucault’s The Archaeology of Knowledge and Derrida’s Archive Fever.3 Secondly, it 

shows that this concept is still somehow in the making: unclear, blurry, discussed, 

debated and questioned. Thirdly, this concept encompasses a variety of interpretations 

which seem to provide threads and potential means of solving some contemporary 

academic issues and debates.  

Foucault, whose theory is key in the original academic debate on archives, explored 

                                                             
2 The next three paragraphs are partly based on paragraphs that have been published in Fabienne Chamelot, 
Vincent Hiribarren, and Marie Rodet, ‘Archives, the Digital Turn and Governance in Africa’, History in Africa 47 
(2020): 101–18. They were exclusively written by me originally and edited by me again for the purpose of this 
thesis. 
3 Derrida, Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression; Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge. 
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their relationship to power and proposed three approaches to archives.4 Firstly, the 

archives can designate an institution, more exactly an embedded institution. In that 

perspective, the archives (the archival collections) are not distinguished from the 

institution holding them. Yet, this lack of distinction ignores the archival management 

which is nonetheless a key element of their history, and is part of the essentialisation of 

archives as, paradoxically, a-historical documents. By that definition, archives provide 

historical facts while their making-process is ignored. 

Secondly, Foucault argues that the archive is a site of production of knowledge, a 

‘system of enunciability’ of a narrative – as opposed to the narrative itself.5 This definition 

of archives is an epistemological concept rather than a material reality. It can be any sort 

of arrangement leading to the production of a statement, which could not have been 

made the same way outside of this very “archive”. This perspective does not necessarily 

engage with archives in their common denomination, that is their material reality. 

Thirdly, in Foucault’s view, archives are a place of work and reflection where 

emotional and subjective experiences take place and need to be addressed through 

reflexivity. This perspective engages with bodily and aesthetic experience of the archive. 

The same kind of approach can be found in Farge’s book on archives.6 Here, archives are 

indeed documents and records that are to be approached methodologically.  

Ginzburg, condemning Foucault’s view of knowledge limited to the exercise of 

power, proposes a reading ‘against the grain’ of the archive. It consists of qualifying the 

information provided by records through the investigation and questioning of sources, 

                                                             
4 Knut Ove Eliassen, ‘The Archives of Michel Foucault’, in The Archive in Motion: New Conceptions of the Archives 
in Contemporary Thought, by Eivind Rossaak (Oslo: Novus Press, 2010). 
5 Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, 129. 
6 Arlette Farge, Le Goût de l’archive (Paris: Le Seuil, 1989). Hildesheimer points Farge’s standpoint as oblivious to 
fonds: Françoise Hildesheimer, Les Archives de France. Mémoire de l’histoire (Paris: Honoré Champion, 1997). 
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looking for contradictions and flaws. This does not mean that the content of the archives 

should be denied as historical facts but rather that they are ‘distorting mirrors’ and that 

historical knowledge should be extracted ‘against the intentions of those who had 

produced it.’7 

Stoler, engaging with Foucault as well, suggests a reading of the archives ‘along the 

grain’. According to her, even though archives are a location of power, they comprise 

power anxieties when they are analysed with anthropological methodology. Archives are 

not a homogenous entity: neither the administration nor the state had total control over 

the records they issued. Therefore, archives should not be seen as finite and 

straightforward objects.8 

Stoler (2009) dedicates a part of the introduction of her book on Dutch colonial 

archives to discuss Indian novelist Pramoedya Ananta Toer’s point of view on colonial 

archives. The latter argues that colonial archives can only be that of the colonist and do 

not allow for the perspective of the colonised. Stoler wrote her book as a response to this 

statement. She claims that even though archives are a location of power, they also 

comprise power anxieties, that anthropology’s methodology can help uncover. More 

broadly, Stoler calls for a shift of perspective from ‘archives-as-sources’ to ‘archives-as-

subject’9, which opens a new field of study and is suggestive of the importance of 

exploring the history of archives as well as their making.10  

At the core of this academic debate around which revolve different approaches to 

                                                             
7 Carlo Ginzburg, History, Rhetoric, and Proof. The Menahem Stern Jerusalem Lectures (Hanover and London: 
University Press of New England, 1999): 25. 
8 Ann Laura Stoler, Along the Archival Grain. Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2009): 25. 
9 Stoler, Along the Archival Grain. Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense, 92. 
10 Amongst others Dirks, ‘Annals of the Archive: Ethnographic Notes on the Sources of History’; Burton, Archives 
Stories: Facts, Fictions, and the Writing of History. 
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archives is the notion of production of knowledge and historiography rather than the 

making of archives. Despite the apparent contradiction between the terms they employ 

to investigate the archives, Ginzburg and Stoler share the same perspective in this regard: 

archives are not a monolithic material bearing plain and unbreakable information. The 

governing body that produced them faced inner tensions and weaknesses and the very 

content of the records displays these.  

Whether in their approach or that of Foucault about archives and power, archives 

are only questioned to the extent that they are records and sources. Scholarly reflection 

on ‘archives’ over the last few decades has demonstrated that they are indeed a location 

of power which needs to be explored and investigated.11 However, the “obviousness” of 

archives (both the word and the material) in the field of history seems to contribute to 

the limited dialogue between history and archival science beyond the sole aspects of 

methodology and use of sources. One can wonder whether the strong methodological 

link that binds sources to history and historiography may overshadow other theories of 

“archives”, notably that of archival science.12 The issue of how administrative documents 

and records result in archives is thus omitted from scholarly debate, and so is archival 

science.  

The “archival turn” in cultural studies has also prompted an expansion of the 

meaning of the word “archive” and shifted ‘archives as concrete places to archives as 

more abstract – but just as real – conditions of knowledge’.13 From that perspective the 

                                                             
11 Francis X. Jr Blouin and William Rosenberg, Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory (Ann 
Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 2005). 
12 Etienne Anheim and Olivier Poncet, ‘Fabrique Des Archives, Fabrique de l’histoire’, Revue de Synthèse, no. 125 
(2004): 1–14. 
13 Jussi Paprikka, ‘Archival Media Theory. An Introduction to Wolfgang Ernst’s Media Archaeology’, in Digital 
Memory and the Archives, by Ernst Wolfgang (Minneapolis, London: University of Minnesota Press, 2013): 4. 
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concept of “archive” (in the singular) seems to be able not only to encapsulate a variety 

of objects and entities such as oceans for example, but could also be “performed”.14  

As rich and informative as this plethora of works may be, it also implies that while 

fruitful discussions occur, many might be based on the one hand on a misunderstanding 

over what is implied by “archives” and on the other hand on a confusion between archives 

and records. Yet, Michelle Caswell reminds us that ‘the archive is not an archives’, and 

that work and research from the field of archival studies are often omitted from recent 

studies on archives.15 The very word “archive” has come to be used to describe an all-

encompassing notion, and in the process has perhaps lost some of its clarity, to the point 

that Kate Theimer argued in 2014 that confusion exists between the term “archives” and 

what could simply be called “historical representation” based on a selection of documents 

from the past.16 As a result, the term “archives” now tends to be vaguely defined and is 

often overused in relation to legacy, narrative and knowledge. 

Archival science provides a methodology for archiving based on centuries-long 

scholarship and practice. It is crucial to understanding the relationship between archives 

and power. While the variety of perspectives in this essential debate is crucial for the 

examination of the production of knowledge, the debates primarily focus on records as 

opposed to archives per se. Anheim and Poncet demonstrate how fundamental the 

distinction between records (documents) and archives (archives) is to fully understand 

                                                             
14 Renisa Mawani, ‘Archival Legal History. Towards the Ocean as Archive’, in Oxford Handbook of Legal History, 
ed. Markus D. Dubber and Christopher Tomlins (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018): 291–310; Maëline Le 
Lay, ‘Performer l’archive Pour Réécrire l’histoire: L’exposition Congo Far West Au Musée Royal de l’Afrique 
Centrale de Tervuren’, in Archive (Re)Mix. Vues d’Afrique, by Maëline Le Lay, Dominique Malaquais, and Nadine 
Siegert (Paris: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2015): 102–23. 
15 Michelle Caswell, ‘“The Archive” Is Not an Archives: Acknowledging the Intellectual Contributions of Archival 
Studies’, Reconstruction 16, no. 1 (2016): 10–1. 
16 Kate Theimer, ‘A Dinstinction Worth Exploring: “Archives” and “Digital Historical Represnetations”’, Journal of 
Digital Humanities 3, no. 2 (Summer 2014). 
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archiving as it is designed in archival science.17 They point out the fact that the use by 

many academics of the singular ‘archive’ instead of the plural ‘archives’ shows in itself a 

level of misunderstanding of what archives are.  

Another important aspect is that while the fundamental principles and notions of 

archival management are international, the English word “archive” and the French word 

“archive” are slightly different in their meaning. In addition, there is not any equivalent 

to “record” in French (document would be the closest). Archivists and translators Michel 

Duchein and Pauline Soum-Paris provide in-depth analysis of the challenges that come 

with translating archives-related research and works between French and English.18 It is 

all the more relevant here because the “archival turn” was largely based on “French 

theory” and bodies of work precisely translated from French to English.  

It is also worth emphasising that any cultural context has had an influence on the 

development of archival science in any given country and some differences can be 

observed from one country to another even when they use the same language. For 

instance, even though it tends to change with the recent shift from paper-based archives 

to digital archives, American archival science tends to speak about records management 

and record-keepers rather than archival science and archivists, which have been 

historically more common in Great Britain. 

Archival science, its essential notions as well as nuances, has therefore been ignored 

in recent academic debates on archives. Archiving is a process that can only be grasped if 

                                                             
17 Anheim and Poncet, ‘Fabrique des Archives, Fabrique de l’histoire’. 
18 Michel Duchein, ‘Les Archives Dans La Tour de Babel : Problèmes de Terminologie Archivistique Internationale’, 
Gazette Des Archives 129, no. 1 (1985): 103–13; Pauline Soum-Paris, ‘“La Tour de Babel,” 35 Years Later: 
Challenges and Tools Relating to the Translation of Archival Terminology from English to French’, Archives and 
Manuscripts 49, no. 1–2 (4 May 2021): 8–36. 
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archives are approached as a set of fonds that itself constitutes an organic whole.19 

Archivists do not only ensure of the good preservation of archives, but also order them 

according to categories elaborated by the observation of the organic whole. This thesis 

will explore and delve into this main component of archival management, which is the 

“fonds”. 

Often overlooked by historians, the fonds is the basic unit for archives 

management rather than documents or records. When designing classification systems, 

archivists work to identify and bring to light the function of the governing body that 

produced a given document, and they consider that function within its larger 

administrative framework. In short, they seek the “why” of the documents and not the 

“what”. This approach to archives is not intended to mean that archival stewardship is by 

any means neutral.20 However, it does imply that an “archive” is much more than a 

gathering or a collection of records because of its inherent organic component. 

 

Archival science and postmodernism 

 The Anglophone archival science community, for their part, have engaged with the 

postmodern debate at length, which prompted fascinating discussions amongst the 

profession, to the point that a “postmodern archival science” has sometimes been 

designated.21 The “archival turn” prompted a range of comments and remarks. For 

                                                             
19 Anheim and Poncet, ‘Fabrique des Archives, Fabrique de l’histoire’; Sophie Cœuré, La Mémoire Spoliée (Paris: 
Payot, 2001). 
20 Jarrett Drake, Archives have never been neutral’: An NDSA interview with Jarrett Drake, interview by Katherine 
Kim, 2017, https://www.diglib.org/archives-have-never-been-neutral-an-ndsa-interview-with-jarrett-drake/; 
Blouin and Rosenberg, Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory, 87. 
21 To name but a few, Terry Cook, ‘Archival Science and Postmodernism: New Formulations for Old Concepts’, 
Archival Science 1, no. 1 (2001): 3–24; Richard J. Matthews, ‘Is the Archivist a “Radical Atheist” Now? 
Deconstruction, Its New Wave, and Archival Activism’, Archival Science 16, no. 3 (2016): 213–60; Marlene 
Manoff, ‘Theories of the Archive from across the Disciplines’, Libraries and the Academy 4, no. 1 (2004): 9–25; 
Eric Ketelaar, ‘Archival Temples, Archival Prisons: Modes of Power and Protection’, Archival Science 2, no. 3 
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instance, archivist theorists such as Ketelaar take the point of postmodernism and 

interrogate the very nature of archiving as a dynamic of power, in the way selection is 

made of what to keep and what to destroy.22 He concludes that archives are a location of 

power indeed. This approach is complementary to that of historiography and history in 

that they seek to tackle dominant narrative bias, such as Eurocentrism, as well as top-

down analysis. In short, a part of the record-keeping community explores their role not 

only as “keepers” of archives, as used to be the case, but also as “makers” of archives. For 

example, recently, the record-keeper community has engaged on a variety of levels with 

the “decolonising the curriculum” movement and has opened spaces and fields of 

reflexion to think of ways to become more inclusive and make minorities more visible in 

the archives.23 

Postmodernism has challenged archival science, along with some of the challenges 

and opportunities prompted by digital records, to the point that it contributed to the 

reconfiguration of the discipline: ‘A profession rooted in nineteenth-century positivism, 

let alone in earlier diplomatics, may now be adhering to concepts, and thus resulting 

strategies and methodologies, that are no longer viable in a postmodern and 

computerised world.’ A shift of paradigm has been in process in the archives profession, 

which occurs both materially and theoretically, and in which records are not just ‘static 

physical objects’ but ‘dynamic virtual concepts’. In this perspective, the very role of the 

archivist tends to move away from ‘passive guardianship’. For Cook, this realisation on 

                                                             
(2002): 221–38; Verne Harris, ‘The Archival Sliver: Power, Memory, and Archives in South Africa’, Archival Science 
2, no. 1 (2002): 63–86; and for further references, see Cook, ‘Archival Science and Postmodernism: New 
Formulations for Old Concepts’. 
22 Eric Ketelaar, ‘Archivalisation and Archiving’, Archives & Manuscripts 27, no. 1 (1999): 54–61. 
23 James Lowry, ‘Radical Empathy, the Imaginary and Affect in (Post)Colonial Records: How to Break out of 
International Stalemates on Displaced Archives’, Archival Science, no. 19 (2019): 185–203; J. J. Ghaddar and 
Michelle Caswell, ‘“To Go beyond”: Towards a Decolonial Archival Praxis’, Archival Science 19, no. 2 (2019): 71–
85. 
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the part of archivists and this paradigm shift is based on the fact that no record, or any 

text for that matter, is ever a ‘mere innocent by-product of action’ contrary to 19th 

century archival science’s premise.24 

Harris, who does take Derrida’s and Foucault’s point that an archival record is ‘an 

expression and instrument of power’ talks about a ‘positivist paradigm rooted in the 

nineteenth-century birth of “archival science”’. In this paradigm, the meanings of words 

like “archives”, “archivist”, “record”, and a host of others are simple, stable, and 

uncontested. Then, he adds, what he calls ‘transformation discourse’ has ‘substituted the 

notion of archivists as impartial custodians with the view of them as active shapers of 

social memory’, nevertheless, ‘the discourse still defines archival endeavour in terms of 

custodianship, conceptualises archives in terms of physical things and places of custody, 

and proposes a (narrower) shaping of the record as the carrier of memory rather than a 

(broader) participation in the processes of memory formation and story-telling’. For him, 

archivists take a risk when they “cling on” to the positivist paradigm.25  

 

On the opposite side of the debate, a major criticism that has been made of 

postmodernism from the archival science standpoint is the fact that the term ‘archive’ is 

used by critical theorists as a broad metaphor, as already mentioned.26 ‘Archive’ in that 

perspective is an abstract and undefined concept rather than the material record-keepers 

and archivists engage with on a daily basis. Some also dismiss Derrida’s argument for its 

lack of concreteness and empiricalness.27 But, as Hardiman (2009) reminds us, 

                                                             
24 Cook, ‘Archival Science and Postmodernism: New Formulations for Old Concepts’, 3-7. 
25 Harris, ‘The Archival Sliver: Power, Memory, and Archives in South Africa’, 82-5. 
26 Rachel Hardiman, ‘En Mal d’archive: Postmodernist Theory and Record Keeping’, Journal of the Society of 
Archivists 30, no. 1 (April 2009): 28. 
27 See Manoff’s short recount of some of them: ‘Theories of the Archive from across the Disciplines’, 17-8. 
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postmodernism is a field that is quite vast and shapeshifting itself, so while some of the 

more abstract debates on archives may be alien to the stewardship of actual archives and 

records, some other sub-fields on the matter appear more to the point.28 Thus, Terry 

Cook, who remains sceptical towards postmodernism as a general rule, nevertheless 

advocates a ‘paradigm shift’ in the management of archives, especially as the discipline 

faces the challenge of new technologies, which include digitisation, internet (and emails) 

and social media platforms.29 And in doing so, he acknowledges the usefulness of some 

aspects of postmodern questioning. For instance, as far as selecting records for 

preservation goes, the necessity to critically interrogate and investigate the criteria in 

doing so is crucial. It is all the more true in the digital age where the quantity of data and 

records is potentially infinite.  

Hardiman concludes from her thorough examination of the debates on the matter 

that ‘although postmodernist ideas have their origins in fields external to the 

recordkeeping world, their impact and pervasiveness is such that, accepted or rejected, 

they cannot be simply ignored’.30 The postmodern critique, when specifically directed at 

the production of knowledge and historiography, has uncovered the limits of a “positivist” 

approach to knowledge and demonstrated the relevance of examining and re-examining 

the making of archives.  

This thesis will argue that this cannot be done without examining and re-examining 

the making of archival fonds. The contribution of the archivist community to the debate 

is invaluable and engages with the practical and technical aspects of archives in a way that 

wider academia does not. However, interestingly, it remains confined to the issue of 

                                                             
28 Hardiman, ‘En Mal d’archive: Postmodernist Theory and Record Keeping’, 28. 
29 Cook, ‘Archival Science and Postmodernism: New Formulations for Old Concepts’. 
30 Hardiman, ‘En Mal d’archive: Postmodernist Theory and Record Keeping’, 28. 
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narrative and archive and, here again, to the “truth” and the reliability of the archive, thus 

production of knowledge. Yet knowledge as well as any narrative are embedded in a 

certain context. In the case of archives, the fonds and its making are the context. Engaging 

with the making-process of what constitutes the “fonds” and the very organic nature of 

archives offers a new perspective in that debate by allowing the critical questioning of 

archives suggested by the postmodern turn, but from a concrete and empirical 

perspective. 

 

The archival fonds, an essential link to records and power 

Potin, while working on the medieval period, states that the history of archival 

management does not necessarily start with that of archival science.31 Archives existed 

prior to archival science and can be engaged independently of the development of the 

latter. Even though modern archival science was not elaborated before the late 19th 

Century – and even later if the actual implementation is to be considered –, Potin shows 

that archival management did exist before that, and is even as old as the State itself. The 

distinction that Potin makes between archives management before and after archival 

science is that the former was governing-centred while the second was archive-centred. 

The emergence of archival science resulted in a rationale for which archives had to 

managed and classified for themselves. Prior to it, they were considered as an 

embodiment of the power. In other words, the novelty of archival management was to 

bring a methodical approach to the arrangement of archives as opposed to an ad hoc 

arrangement happening because the archives were used in a certain way, for their 

                                                             
31 Yann Potin, ‘L’Etat et Son Trésor’, Actes de La Recherche En Sciences Sociales 133 (Juin 2000): 48–52. 
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administrative role and value. This distinction is essential to understanding the invaluable 

input that examining the arrangement of archival fonds provides for uncovering the 

connection between archives and the exercise of power. 

Archivists organise archives according to not only the documents they consist of, 

but the way every and each ensemble of records (fonds) relates to another.32 Horsman, 

Ketelaar and Thomassen mention the great breakthrough of modern archival science 

elaborated in 1898 – and which since then has spread worldwide – in a manual supported 

by the first professional association of Dutch archivists in these words:  

The pioneering work of the Manual lies in defining the archival fonds, in the 
formulation of the connection between the archive and the functions of those 
who create it, and in making archivists aware that the boundaries and structure of 
an archive need to be respected and that the components of which an archive 
consists can only be comprehended within their original context.33 

 
While records are documents, an archive is an ensemble of fonds which is the basic unit 

for their classification. At this stage of archival management, the informative content of 

the documents that constitute the archive is secondary. 

France is considered a pioneer in archives management. The classification scheme 

elaborated by French archivists in 1840 is well known to archivists on an international 

level, as well as two basic principles of archival science: respect des fonds and principe de 

provenance.34 But while modern archival science has its roots in French history, it has 

been developed by Dutch archivists. The archival science manual elaborated in 1898 by 

                                                             
32 Horsman, Ketelaar, and Thomassen, ‘New Respect for the Old Order: The Context of the Dutch Manual’; Blouin 
and Rosenberg, Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social Memory. 
33 Horsman, Ketelaar, and Thomassen, ‘New Respect for the Old Order: The Context of the Dutch Manual’, 258. 
34 Moore, Restoring Order. The Ecole Des Chartes and the Development of Libraries and Archives in France, 1820-
1870. 
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three Dutch archivists – Muller, Feith and Fruin – is a worldwide reference amongst 

archivists and considered a founding manual internationally.35   

All in all, the basic principles of archival science and finding aids had been set up 

before 1914 and have not evolved much until the rise of digital archives in most countries 

having national archives.36 Indeed, library methods of classification are admitted to be 

‘disastrous’ when applied to archives because they go against the organic nature of 

archives.37 To put it simply, because records were circulating and not static items, each 

part of the archives relates to the other in a way that reflects the original rationale of the 

governing body that issued them. They are interdependent.   

Muller, Feith & Fruin highlight the importance of approaching archives as an ‘organic 

whole’ since it is an organism that has no finite boundaries and has its own ‘individuality’ 

and ‘personality’.38 An archival classification system is tailor-made according to these 

features of “individuality” and “personality”. Cœuré illustrates this statement with a case 

study covering the history of some French archives confiscated by the Germans in 1940 

and then by the Soviets.39 Issued by the French government, they were reclassified 

according to the Soviet Union classification scheme based on a thematic, and arguably 

ideological, system, erasing its original structure, which would have been informative in 

itself. When they were brought back to France in 1993, a decision had to be made since 

the archives were no longer in their original shape and had been organised using a 

classification system that was irrelevant and alien to the governing body that originally 

                                                             
35 Horsman, Ketelaar, and Thomassen, ‘New Respect for the Old Order: The Context of the Dutch Manual’. 
36 Anheim and Poncet, ‘Fabrique Des Archives, Fabrique de l’histoire’. 
37 American Historical Association, ‘Proceedings of the First Annual Conference of Archivists, 30 December 1909’, 
Annual Report for 1909, 1909. 
38 Samuel Muller, Johan A. Feith, and Robert Fruin, Manual for the Arrangement and Description of Archives (New 
York: H.W. Wilson, 1940, 19. 
39 Cœuré, La Mémoire Spoliée. 
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issued and used them. Therefore, the collection was dismantled (once again) and every 

record was incorporated in the classification system that had since been used for 

“equivalent” archives. Once again, this reclassification erased the unusual journey of 

these archives while not succeeding in reconstituting its original shape. 

Cœuré shows that even though this decision helps historians with their research and 

the coherence of their work, it resulted in the disappearance of the history of this 

collection and its specificity and therefore its importance – why would these archives be 

of interest for the Germans in 1940 in the first place? It illustrates that once the archives 

have been dismantled, they cannot go back to their original organisation. This case study 

provides a very good example of the fact that archives are not only records, but fonds and 

that a classification system such as that of information science (organised by theme and 

not fonds) is detrimental to them. In other words, archives provide content (records) and 

shape (fonds) or, to put it another way, data and metadata.  

The elaboration of categories in the making of archives, whether created by the 

government itself40 or by a specific archival methodical management,41  directly testifies 

to specific metadata, unique for each archive, which connect them to a certain context 

and method of government. Modern archival science therefore has to be taught on the 

basis of  historical and legal knowledge to ensure the objectivity of archival science in 

order to provide a framework and guidelines for “good practice” with the aim not to 

compromise the original unity and structure of the archives.42 

The inclusion of fonds in archival management represented a major turning point 

for archival science and accompanies the bureaucratisation of the modern state. During 

                                                             
40 Potin, ‘L’Etat et Son Trésor’; Dirks, ‘Annals of the Archive: Ethnographic Notes on the Sources of History’. 
41 Anheim and Poncet, ‘Fabrique Des Archives, Fabrique de l’histoire’. 
42 American Historical Association, ‘Proceedings of the First Annual Conference of Archivists, 30 December 1909’. 
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medieval times and until the early modern period, archives consisted of chartes, 

comprising the royal chancellery registers and sealed royal acts.43 Later, during the 19th 

and the 20th centuries, the state government distinguished two types of archives: 

‘administrative archives’ and ‘historical archives’.44 It was only at the beginning of the 

20th century that the basic unit to organise archives became the fonds45 and not the 

record itself as was the case until then:   

An archival collection [fonds] is an organic whole, a living organism, which grows, 
takes shape, and undergoes changes in accordance with rules. If the functions of 
the body change, the nature of the archival collection changes likewise. The rules 
which govern the composition, the arrangement and the formation of an archival 
collection, therefore, cannot be fixed by the archivist in advance; he can only study 
the organism and ascertain the rules under which it was formed. Every archival 
collection has, therefore, as it were, its own personality, its individuality, which 
the archivist must become acquainted with before he can proceed to its 
arrangement.46  

 
The two principles called respect des fonds (provenance and original order) and the 

organic character of the archives are thus two conceptual instruments fundamental to 

create a system of classification.  

To rephrase this, fonds are the empirical result of the history of an archive (the part 

of the archive defined as “organic” by the archivists). Therefore, it is argued here that the 

debates over colonial archives, while essential with regards to the production of 

knowledge and the making of scholarship, can be informed and complemented by the 

perspective of the archive as a set of fonds. More precisely, the narrative resulting from 

an archive – usually the dominant one with its anxieties, tensions and weak points – is the 

result of a specific historical background and trajectory and makes this archive unique 

                                                             
43 Potin, ‘L’Etat et Son Trésor’. 
44 Félix Rocquain, ‘Archives’, in Dictionnaire de l’administration Française, by Maurice Block (Paris, Nancy: Berger-
Levrault et Cie, 1905); Henri Bordier, Les Archives de La France (Paris: Dumoulin, 1855). 
45 Horsman, Ketelaar, and Thomassen, ‘New Respect for the Old Order: The Context of the Dutch Manual’. 
46 Muller, Feith, and Fruin, Manual for the Arrangement and Description of Archives, 19. 



 59 

through its shape and arrangement, which is itself the very result of the way it was used 

by the governing power. This arrangement and its making can be examined and 

historically contextualised to inform the organisation of power as well as its exercise in 

practice. Taking a step aside by focusing on the fonds rather than the records therefore 

helps us to uncover archives for what they also were – in addition to sources informing 

the past: working documents, governing tools. It allows one to critically explore the 

making of archives, their history and therefore to examine power critically.  

Ketelaar explores how archives and records can be instruments of empowerment 

and liberation, but also of oppression, memory and sanctuaries. They can be many things 

depending on the governing regime and the context in which they operate. They are 

multidimensional and multi-layered (literally and figuratively). In all cases, archives are 

instruments of power. ‘The archives have a two-fold power: being evidence of oppression 

and containing evidence required to gain freedom, evidence of wrong-doing and evidence 

for undoing the wrong’.47 They provide original and useful information on political 

regimes, and more importantly, of coherence of, or tensions within, these regimes. The 

French colonial archives, as an ensemble of fonds located at the crossroads of the French 

Republic, the French colonies and the French state, is a primary material for exploring the 

French colonial empire as a political regime. The observation of colonial archival fonds 

provides a map, with gaps and clusters of records, and their linking to each other, of the 

operating of the French colonial governing body in practice. 

 

                                                             
47 Ketelaar, ‘Archival Temples, Archival Prisons: Modes of Power and Protection’, 231. 
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Conclusion 

The postmodern “archival turn” has prompted a variety of innovative works in a 

range of academic disciplines essential to epistemology in humanities. However, most 

have failed to engage with archival science. Conversely, the “postmodern turn” of archival 

science in the Anglophone sphere has contributed to the revisiting of its positivist 

anchorage, resulting in a renewal of a set of professional practices, otherwise also 

encouraged by the “digital turn” of archives, redefining archivists as “makers” rather than 

“guardians”. All these debates have provided exciting material for rethinking archives as 

a whole. However, the founding notion of archival fonds has been excluded from these 

debates, even though it is often mentioned in all but name.  

An archive is indeed a multifaceted object and one of its most fundamental features 

is the fact that more than a collection of records, it consists of fonds and groups of 

documents that are organically interdependent. Its organic nature implies a rationale 

unique to each archive that transcends the man-made narrative of power called out by 

some scholars. This is not to say that the archives of the French colonial body were not 

that of power or that one should not be cautious regarding the partiality of these official 

records, rather that examining the organisation of archival fonds offers a point of entry 

to the understanding of the empirical organisation of power in the French colonial 

empire. The making of colonial archives – and arguably any archive – consisted of some 

sort of meta-narrative of power in the sense that it was not necessarily one advocated for 

by decision-makers – nor was it Freudian as suggested by Derrida or postmodern as 

suggested by Foucault – but merely empirical in its capacity, limits and actuality. Limiting 

our approach to archives to “mere” record content and omitting their organic nature as 

ensembles of fonds opens the way to essentialising archives and their content. 
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Understanding the very process that morphed records into archives allows for critically 

thinking about the narrative of power held in the archives through concrete empirical 

lenses.  

The shape of an archive is fixed when formalised under archival science’s rules and 

principles, yet this shape pre-existed the archival arrangement itself and was 

performative within the governing body that issued them at the time, because 

administrators primarily issued and organised records as “tools” in order to achieve their 

tasks and responsibilities – the archival nature of these documents was secondary to 

them. In other words, a chaotic archive is usually the sign of a governing body whose 

rationale and ruling system, in practice, is not a bureaucratic one or a centralised one. 

Conversely, organised archives are usually the sign of a bureaucratic rationale or of a 

certain degree of centrality of power – or both.  

This contradicts a common theme in the line of ‘archives were never and have never 

been a priority to governments’.48 This claim usually arises as a convenient way to explain 

why some archives experienced a chaotic trajectory. This explanation bears some truth 

to the extent that archives are restricted to their heritage dimension. Yet, the question 

posed in this research is not whether or why, in the course of history, governments “made 

the effort” to consider archives and draw up a policy; this would imply that archives are 

in essence optional to governing and administration. Instead, this research argues that, 

as one acknowledges archives as governing tools, their chaos or order is significant and 

the issue at stake becomes why some governments could “afford” to function and 

operate without organised archives while others seem to rely so much on them.   

                                                             
48 Amongst others Olivier Guyot-Jeannin, Guide Des Sources de l’histoire de Saint-Pierre et Miquelon (Saint-Pierre: 
Archives départementales de Saint-Pierre et Miquelon, 1982): 14. 
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The observation and exploration of archive management in the French colonial 

empire will provide a new perspective on this issue and on the exercise of power under 

this political regime. The examination of colonial archives, the French colonial empire 

being a state empire led by a Republic, will uncover the tensions at the crossroads of 

Republic, nation, state and colonies. 
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Chapter 2.  

The heteroclite organisation  

of the French colonial archives 

 

 

This chapter will introduce the general history and major milestones of the archives, 

the archive offices and the archives policy in the French Empire between 1894 and 1960. 

It will aim at providing a contextual framework within which this research will develop. 

The first part will focus more specifically on the history of the archives of the Ministry of 

the Colonies, Indochina and AOF. It will provide a critically assessed and detailed historical 

framework of the situation of their archives, and serve as a contextualisation for the 

unfolding of the arguments of the following chapters.  

The second part will provide a global overview of the archives across the French 

empire between 1894 and 1960. While the territories addressed are not part of the scope 

of this research per se, the brief superficial description of what the archives situation was 

in each of them will aim at laying out a contextualisation of the core territories of this 

research, that is the Ministry of the Colonies, Indochina and AOF.  

Subsequently, it will consist of short summaries uncovering the condition of local 

archives, based on limited sources and finding aids. In the absence of comprehensive 

academic research on the archives in those territories, the records used for this part 

mostly consist of official reports. The narrative that they allow us to construct has not 

been critically assessed and should be considered very partial and limited, not to mention 
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that some of them provided very little information. Nevertheless, they were completed 

with information on the history of those archives (via finding aids and professional 

articles) when possible and therefore provide an accurate view of the general situation of 

the archives in those territories – for lack of historical contextualisation. 

The articulation of those two parts will show that the archives of the French empire 

were, overall, chaotic, with the notable exception of Indochina. Disorder was the main 

element that defined the French colonial archives under civilian administration (as 

opposed to military) from the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies to the 

independences.  

It will demonstrate that while the Archives of the Ministry of the Colonies were 

different in nature and purpose to the local colonial archives, for they were not only 

central archives but also part of the French national government archives with the rest of 

the ministerial archives (see Chapter 5), their handling should not necessarily be seen as 

different from the rest of colonial local archives. The exception was actually Indochina, 

where the archives were remarkably neat and stewarded, especially compared to the 

archives in the rest of the French colonies. For that reason, it provides a striking specificity 

that highlights, in contrast, the dominant chaotic pattern of the French colonial archives 

and helps interrogate and explore it. 
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Ministry of the colonies, AOF, Indochina: state of knowledge 

The Ministry of the Colonies 

Like all archival collections, the archives of the Ministry of the Colonies bear the 

trace of their affiliated administrative history, which was eventful.1 While overseas French 

expansion began in the 16th century, it is in 1710 that a bureau of the Colonies was 

constituted, first within the Ministry of the Navy and then becoming in 1858 a full-fledged 

ministry for two years. In 1860, the short-lived Ministry of Algeria and the Colonies was 

dissolved and responsibility for the administration of the colonies returned to the Ministry 

of the Navy. It was not until 1881 that it became a state undersecretariat for the Colonies, 

an office placed under the responsibility of various ministries before it became completely 

autonomous as a ministry in 1894. 

In 1894, the colonial archival collections in mainland France had thus already been 

subjected to a chaotic history. Initially supervised by the Ministry of Navy, the collections 

from the Colonies were attached to an ensemble of archives classified and organised since 

Colbert’s term as State secretary of Commerce and Navy beginning in 1669. If the Navy 

administration was generally concerned about its archives and their maintenance, a lack 

of space led them to move the collections several times. Moreover, the creation in 1858 

of the Ministry of Algeria and the Colonies led to the separation of the collections 

between the colonial archives and the Navy archives, collections which were again 

reassembled under the governance of the Navy in 1860. The archives of the central 

                                                             
1 See, to name but a few, Archives nationales, Etat Général Des Fonds, t. III – Marine et Outre-Mer (Paris: Archives 
nationales, 1980); Isodore Guët, ‘Les Archives de La Marine et Des Colonies’, Revue Britannique, 1880; Taillemite, 
‘Les Archives et Les Archivistes de La Marine Des Origines à 1870’; François Berge, ‘Le Sous-Secrétariat et Les 
Sous-Secrétaires d’Etat Aux Colonies – Histoire de l’émancipation de l’administration Coloniale’, Revue Française 
d’histoire d’outre-Mer XLVII (1960): 301–76. 
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government of the Colonies were thus submitted to at least thirteen relocations between 

1669 and 1880, as well as to a dismantling of the collections. 

The creation of a State undersecretary for the Colonies in 1881 was not 

accomplished there again without several disruptions: it was successively affiliated to the 

Commerce department, the Navy department, and the Commerce and Industry 

department. Despite these different events, in 1894, when the colonial administration 

was constituted as an autonomous ministry, the archival collections were relatively well 

organised. On the one hand, this was due to the Navy’s stewardship of the archives, into 

which the colonial archives were originally integrated. On the other hand, this was due to 

the intervention of Mr. Guët, who, from 1889, was made responsible for assigning to the 

colonial archives in the Ministry of Navy a system of classification, which he had designed 

based on the one established in 1862 by the Navy administration2. The collections 

certainly bore various gaps due to the lack of space at that time and all the different 

relocations that caused some losses, but at the time of the creation of the Ministry of the 

Colonies, the previous archives from 1815 were classified in accordance with 

contemporary standards, that is to say bound and sorted in series3.  

The creation of the Ministry of the Colonies in 1894 and its handling of the colonial 

archives constituted a critical turning shift for them. As a newly formed ministry, the 

Ministry of the Colonies took several years to stabilise and underwent many reforms 

                                                             
2 This system was constituted from the letters A to G: acts of sovereign power, correspondence from departure, 
correspondence upon arrival, military and civil personnel, colonial personnel, miscellaneous, and the Depot des 
Papiers Publics des Colonies. The collections have since been revised and the system of classification modified: 
Taillemite, ‘Les Archives [Anciennes] Des Colonies Aux Archives Nationales’. 
3 Thus, four boxes of archives from Guyane were found during the 20th century: Anonyme, ‘Les Archives 
Coloniales’, La Quinzaine Coloniale 18e année, no. 1 (10 January 1914). 
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before finding its definitive structure in 1946, when the French empire was reformed and 

the Ministry of the Colonies became the Ministry of Overseas France (see Appendix 2).  

The archive office, as an internal service of the Ministry, also followed and endured 

these different reorganisations. During this time, the archive office received several 

designations and several administrative affiliations. In reality, the archive office never 

existed as such, that is to say as an office exclusively concerned with the archives of the 

Ministry of the Colonies. Its responsibilities and tasks were multiple and changed 

throughout the reforms of the Ministry. 

In parallel to the archive office, a Higher Commission for Colonial Archives and 

libraries (Commission supérieure des archives et bibliothèques coloniales) was created in 

1894 as a reaction to the claim by the Ministry of Navy over some colonial records, which, 

in its view, had been wrongly transferred to the Ministry of the Colonies (see Chapter 5)4. 

This commission, quite active while the dispute with the Navy had not come to a 

settlement, left an otherwise limited impact on the management of archives and records 

in the Ministry. The history of this commission would benefit from further investigation 

but it seems that it became gradually quiet and inactive even though it was not officially 

dismantled and that it mostly functioned as a “networking” commission rather than 

technical commission. The First World War seemed to further its lack of activity as it is 

only in the 1920s that it was revived.   

Despite the continual existence of an office in charge of the archives, as well as the 

episodic activity of the Higher Commission for Colonial Archives and libraries, few persons 

showed concern for the archives from a practical point of view, and the management of 

                                                             
4 ANOM, Service I, 33, Rapport au ministre des colonies, 1896; Projet de décret portant sur la création de la 
commission supérieure des archives et bibliothèques coloniales, avril 1896.  
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the Ministry’s archives was left virtually to the discretion of each office. Not safeguarded, 

stocked in damp conditions and left to mildew, lacking adequate space, the documents 

suffered numerous losses and destruction5. The collections remained disorganised, piled 

up and, above all, their classification and organisation were left to the initiative of each 

administrative office within the Ministry. The creation of an independent ministerial 

department for the colonies in Mainland France thus resulted, for the archives, in a major 

disruption of the process of collecting, centralising and classifying colonial archives. In 

short, the Ministry did not follow through on the work initiated by the Ministry of Navy 

with its classification system. Each office was subsequently responsible for its records and 

their handling upon becoming archives, more from lack of coordination and follow-up 

than by any real administrative plan. 

The first important milestone for the archives of the Ministry was its relocation to 

rue Oudinot in Paris in 1910. The necessity to move piles of records and archival boxes 

led to the acknowledgment of the critical situation. Lacking room, records were stocked 

in the stairwells, attics and cellars of the Ministry, often without being sorted or filed and 

without regular deposits made from the Ministry offices to the archive offices.6 This 

period thus marked a turn for the need to set up and organise the management of the 

colonial archives in order to preserve them, which manifested on the one hand in the 

Schefer classification mission, and on the other hand in the transfer, by force of necessity, 

                                                             
5 ANOM, Service II, 79, Note du bureau des archives pour le chef de cabinet, 28/10/1926; ANOM, Service, XLVI, 
960Rapport au ministre de Christian Schefer du 18/10/1911. 
6 ANOM, Service II, 79, Note du bureau des archives pour le chef de cabinet, 28/10/1926; Henri Froideveaux, ‘Les 
Études d’histoire Coloniale En France’, Revue de l’histoire Française Des Colonies, no. 1er trimestre (1913). 
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of some records to the National Archives, although these records all remained in full 

control of the Ministry of the Colonies.7 

The classification mission was set up in 1913 and directed by Christian Schefer, 

professor at the Ecole Libre de science politique who was assisted by an archiviste-

paléographe, Eugène Saulnier.8 This mission also supervised the first transfer to the 

National Archives, that is the archives of the ministry prior to 1789. It was abandoned in 

1915 without Schefer having been able to finish his work. The official reason for this 

interruption was war and a lack of ministerial funds. 9  

The ministry archives then fell again into disinterest and invisibility until 1920, the 

date when the Ministry found its ultimate organisation with the Law of 31 July,10 but also 

when the archive office was revived under the leadership of Paul Roussier, an archiviste-

paléographe who remained archivist of the Ministry until 1944. However, while this new 

milestone showed for the first time practical and concrete improvement in the 

management of archives, the purpose of the archives seemed to revolve around 

documentation more than archives and heritage per se. Roussier and the archives 

personnel to some extent salvaged and preserved some of the records of the Ministry. 

They also arranged regular transfers of archives from different offices.11 However, neither 

an archival policy nor a classification system were implemented as standards.12 In 1925, 

                                                             
7 ANOM, Service I, 21, arrêté du 27/01/1910 autorisant le dépôt aux Archives nationales des archives historiques 
du ministère des Colonies. 
8 The records concerning the Schefer classification mission can be found in ANOM, Service, XLVI, 960 to 962. 
9 ANOM, Service XLVI, 960, Courrier du 17/11/1911 du ministre des Colonies à Christian Schefer; Courrier du 
05/07/1916. 
10 Menier, ‘Cent Ans Dans l’histoire Des Archives de La Colonisation’. 
11 ANOM, Service I, 65, Rapport sur l’état des archives, s.d.; Taillemite, ‘Les Archives de La France d’Outre-Mer’, 
12. 
12 ANOM, Service XLVI, dossier sans référence, Rapport au ministre sur l’état des archives, dit rapport Schefer, 
1912.  
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a report to the Senate reported 15 900 archival items (boxes, volumes and files) out of 

which only a third was classified.13  

The Vichy government in 1940 added more disturbance to these archives, which 

were, at least partly, relocated to the département of Indre-et-Loire in France, and later 

or partly in Clermont-Ferrand, where the work conditions were very precarious and 

affected the morale of the personnel.14 This part of the history of the archives of the 

Ministry of the Colonies is hardly mentioned in the accounts that can be found on the 

archives and their history. Notwithstanding the historical interest of the trajectory of the 

colonial archives under the Vichy regime, on the whole, it had indeed a limited impact on 

the organisation of the archives and the archive offices in the sense that the disruption 

did not last long enough to have a permanent effect – or so it seems.  

The aftermath of World War 2 saw the administrative merging of the ‘two Frances’, 

the reform of the French empire which was renamed the French Union and the furthering 

of Roussier’s work by Carlo Laroche, an archiviste-paléographe, who was appointed head 

of the archive office of the Ministry. As the French empire entered this major reform, 

which, in retrospect, is acknowledged as the beginning of the decolonisation process, 

Laroche continued the classification of the Archives of the Ministry of the Colonies started 

by Roussier, and for the first time, showed sustained and prolonged interest for the 

archives in the colonies. He actually had a global approach to the colonial archives, 

although lacking means to pursue it (as shown in Chapter 2).  

                                                             
13 ANOM, Service I, 60, Rapport au Sénat de M. de Monzie au nom de la commission des finances chargée 
d’examiner le projet de loi portant fixation du budget général de l’exercice 1925, annexe à la séance du 
17/03/1925, p. 4. 
14 ANOM, FM, Affaires Politiques, 2555, lettre du 01/05/1944 de la direction des affaires politiques; lettre du 
23/06/1944 de la direction des affaires politiques; ANOM, Service IX, 362, Rapport d’information et lettre du 
24(?)/03/1943. 
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In addition, prior to his retirement, Roussier had obtained the creation of another 

archivist position: Ferréol de Ferry, archiviste-paléographe, joined the archive office as an 

assistant in 1943 – before ‘disappearing’ until 1945 in relation to his involvement in the 

Resistance according to Bruno Delmas.15 Marie-Antoinette Ménier, also an archiviste-

paléographe, was appointed in 1945.16  

The archive office became a department (section) of the National Archives in 1961 

following the independence of most of the colonised territories17 but it can be argued 

that from 1946 to 1960, the different reforms had little impact on the archives of the 

Ministry themselves.18 However, the final years prior to the end of the Ministry of 

Overseas France as such saw the transfer of important volumes of archives from the 

former colonies. Some of them (for instance Indochina) would first be transferred to the 

Ministry in Paris until the lack of space led to the opening of a repository in Aix-en-

Provence, in the South of France, which would eventually become the Archives nationales 

d’outre-mer (ANOM).19  

 

The development of the Archives of the Ministry of the Colonies was intertwined 

with that of the structure of the Ministry in two ways. First, the archive office underwent 

several changes, along with the rest of the Ministry, during which its tasks, staff and 

responsibilities were reassigned. The employees in charge of the Ministry archives were 

                                                             
15 Bruno Delmas, ‘Ferréol de Ferry (1915-2008)’, Bibliothèque de l’École Des Chartes 166, no. 2 (2008): 670 
16 Taillemite, ‘Les Archives de La France d’Outre-Mer’, 12-3; Marie-Antoinette Ménier, ‘Carlo Laroche (1907-
1973)’, Bibliothèque de l’École Des Chartes 132, no. 2 (1974): 388. More on the individual professional trajectory 
of the archivists of the Ministry of the Colonies in: Monique Pouliquen, ‘Marie-Antoinette Ménier (1919-2008)’, 
Bibliothèque de l’École Des Chartes 166, no. 2 (2008): 672–74; Delmas, ‘Ferréol de Ferry (1915-2008)’; Carlo 
Laroche, ‘Paul Roussier (1885-1965)’, Outre-Mers. Revue d’histoire 53, no. 190 (1966): 143–6.  
17 Menier, ‘Cent Ans Dans l’histoire Des Archives de La Colonisation’, 207. 
18 Sylvie Clair, ‘Le Centre Des Archives d’Outre-Mer’, Gazette Des Archives 142, no. 1 (1988): 6. 
19 Ousmane Mbaye, ‘Le CAOM: Un Centre d’archives Partagées?’, Afrique & Histoire 1, no. 7 (2009): 292-7. 
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simultaneously in charge of other tasks. Thus, the office responsible for the archives was 

usually (with some exceptions) also responsible for the Ministry library, the Official 

Bulletin (bulletin officiel) and the registry office, in addition to other more mundane but 

time-consuming tasks, such as the identification and certification of signatures20. Because 

the archive office was itself subjected to numerous modifications, it was hard to maintain 

a fluid and regular operation. It confronted some changes necessary for moving the 

archival boxes, which always bears some risks. Equally as regularly, it suffered from a lack 

of a professionally trained staff, which showed a variety of proficiency with regard to 

archival skills.21 

Secondly, as shown in Chapter 1, organisation is an essential feature of archives. 

Consequently, without the effort of an archivist to methodically put them in order, a 

disorganised governing body will generate archives lacking a clear structure. The 

evolution of the Ministry’s archives thus testifies, at least in part, to the youth of the 

Ministry but also to a difficulty that the French government faced in structuring the 

government of its colonies, which itself was rooted in the difficulty of defining the 

organisation of the chain of power between mainland France and the colonised territories 

(see Chapter 3). Recurring debates, for example, took place, in which the French model, 

rooted in a colonial system without any real global political impulse, was opposed to the 

British model, which, in contrast, was seen as promoting a veritable political empire.22  

                                                             
20 ANOM, Service VII, 324, Etat du personnel et relevé de ses attributions au service des archives, s.d.; Bouillon 
de note pour le rapporteur général au budget, 1903; Attributions du personnel au bureau des arhcives, 1906-
1907; Attributions du personnel au service des archives, s.d.; Rapport au ministre, 16/10/1907; Ordre de service, 
01/06/1911; Note pour le cabinet du ministre, juillet 1917; Etat du personnel au service des arhcives, s.d.;  Note 
pour le bureau du cabinet, 28/06/1921; Note pour le chef de cabinet, 28/10/1926; Note pour le chef de cabinet 
du ministre, 15/01/1930; Brouillon de note, 01/03/1932; Service XLII, 905, Fonctions et occupations effectives 
du personnel du service des archives, s.d.   
21 ANOM, FM, Affaires politiques, 2516, Note de service, 08/04/1927. 
22 Camille Guy, ‘La Politique Coloniale de La France’, in La Politique Coloniale de La France, by Collectif (Paris: 
Félix Alcan, 1924), 242–69; for more discussion of the pseudo opposition between French and British colonial 
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Afrique occidentale française 

 In AOF, the archive office was created in 1911 but did not result in a formal 

organisation of the archives.23 Rather the archivist appointed as head of the service found 

himself overwhelmed with the amount of work to be done. Moreover, the gap between 

his professional training and the practical reality of the colonial administration within 

which he worked sheds light on the difficulties that he faced as well as the chaotic state 

of the French West Africa archives.  

Claude Faure was an archiviste-paléographe trained at the École des Chartes 

appointed head of the archives of AOF from 1911 to 1920.24 He elaborated a classification 

system for the archives in 1913 which he started to implement until 1914 when he was 

sent to war. After the war, he came back and managed the archives from 1918 to 1920, 

and was then replaced by Prosper Alquier, also an archivist from the metropole, for a brief 

period of two years.25 From 1922 until 1936, it is unclear how the arhcives were managed. 

Albert Charton, inspector of education in AOF, managed to have them supervised by the 

office of the inspection of education, with Médoune MBaye, a Senegalese employee in 

the archive office, who remained the only employee in the archives. Without proper 

supervision or instructions, let alone archival training, he only managed to do some basic 

tasks and “maintain” the archives in the precarious state in which they already were. 26 

                                                             
rule, see Véronique Dimier, Le Gouvernement Des Colonies, Regards Croisés Franco-Britanniques (Bruxelles: 
Editions de l’Université de Bruxelles, 2004). 
23 More on the history of the colonial archives in AOF in Mbaye, ‘Histoire Des Archives et Des Institutions 
Coloniales Françaises En Afrique de l’Ouest (1816-1960)’; Saliou Mbaye, Guide Des Archives de l’Afrique 
Occidentale Française (Dakar: Archives du Sénégal, 1990); Papa Momar Diop, Guide Des Archives Du Sénégal 
Colonial (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2011). In addition, Mary Niles Maack, Libraries in Senegal. Continuity and Change 
in an Ermerging Nation (Chicago: American Library Association, 1981) published a history of the libraries in 
colonial AOF, which is intertwined with that of the archives. 
24 ANOM, Service XLIV, 925, Rapport sur la situation des archives et bibliothèques de l’AOF à la fin de l’année 
1938; G. Wesley Johnson, Jr, ‘The Archival System of Former French West Africa’, African Studies Bulletin 8, no. 
1 (1965): 48–58. 
25 Maurel, ‘Les Archives de l’AOF Avant, Pendant et Après l’AOF’. 
26 Diop, Guide Des Archives Du Sénégal Colonial, 32-3. 
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From then on, there was no archival policy or archives management in AOF until 

1936, when André Villard was assigned archivist for the AOF and therefore had decades 

of work ahead of him in order to put the archives in order. But he was never able to do 

so, and the archives remained in a poor state. In 1942, the archives of AOF were 

transferred to the Institut Français d’Afrique Noire (IFAN), a scientific institute.  

In order to assist in the classification, Villard tried to introduce archival training for 

Senegalese clerks and managed in the first instance to train four people. This echoes, on 

a smaller scale, what Boudet did in Indochina (see below). Those first archivists worked 

for a while at the IFAN (supposedly to help, along with prisoners, to move the archives 

from the Government General to IFAN) and were after that sent to the colonies of Guinea, 

Ivory Coast, Niger and Togo. There, they were not able to dedicate enough time to the 

local archives, and Villard’s vision for an archival training in AOF seemed to have stopped 

there.27 

Marguerite Verdat, trained at the Ecole des Chartes, was appointed as archivist of 

AOF archives in IFAN following Villard and did not succeed any more than her 

predecessors at managing them.28 According to Maack, Verdat, who had been working at 

the Ministry of the Colonies during the war, although mostly in the library and temporarily 

at the civil status registry (see above), tried a completely different approach toward the 

archives. She envisioned collecting oral history archives during her tours in AOF, which 

                                                             
27 Maack, Libraries in Senegal. Continuity and Change in an Ermerging Nation, 49-50. 
28 Maack, Libraries in Senegal. Continuity and Change in an Ermerging Nation, 50 identifies the move of the 
archives from the Government General to IFAN with the appointment of Villard, so around 1936. In her work, 
she uses sources from the 1930s and the 1940s that seem to have disappeared since, so it is likely that her version 
is correct, although I have not been able to verify. 
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was forward-thinking at the time. However, she did not succeed, apparently for lack of 

support from IFAN.29 

 It is only in 1951, when Jacques Charpy, also archiviste-paléographe, was appointed 

head of archives, and that he convinced the Government General of AOF to transfer the 

archives under its responsibility again that, for the first time, the archives of AOF were 

classified and organised, at least those dating prior to 1920, when Faure had to interrupt 

his work.30  

This means that the management of the archives was chaotic and precarious until 

the early 1950s, and that the classification system elaborated by Faure was never 

completely applied to the archives as an on-going process but rather retrospectively. 

Faure’s first attempt at a classification system turned out to be unfit for purpose because 

he based his design on a misrepresentation of the way AOF related to France and the 

French colonial empire. He attempted to apply the national archival classification system, 

in which AOF would be equivalent to a département, seemingly taking at face value the 

“greater France” narrative. The ultimate version of his classification system was in fact 

elaborated with the archives of the Government General as the core unit without 

necessarily including the whole of AOF.  

The successors of Faure who engaged in classifying the archives, Villard and later 

Charpy, did not feel they had to change Faure’s classification system or create a new one. 

Instead, they only adapted it. Villard spoke in these terms of his work on the classification 

system:  

J’ai surtout cherché à reconstituer l’inventaire Faure de 1922, à ouvrir, compléter 
ou subdiviser les séries, en faire l’inventaire sommaire qui prépare le répertoire sur 
fiches. J’ai pu terminer un premier travail qui donne une vue d’ensemble sur le 

                                                             
29 Maack, Libraries in Senegal. Continuity and Change in an Ermerging Nation, 64-5. 
30 Mbaye, Guide Des Archives de l’Afrique Occidentale Française. 
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dépôt et qui permet d’utiliser avec détail les séries politiques les plus importantes. 
Je n’ai pu toujours, en raison du caractère des dossiers incomplets et dispersés, 
pratiquer le respect des fonds.31 

 
As for Charpy, he did not undertake any significant reshaping of the classification system 

either, and felt he could apply it without any major issue. He only managed, however, to 

focus on the archives of the Government General and not necessarily on the “local” 

archives in the rest of AOF. 

 

In terms of organisation, in theory, in Faure’s plan, the chef-lieu of each territory in 

AOF was supposed to have a local repository where archives were to be transferred by 

the offices. The archival documents were to remain in the circles’ offices (cercles) for up 

to five years before being transferred to the local repository of the colony. One transfer 

per year was mandatory, supplemented by as many additional transfers as needed. The 

repository of the government, that is to say the central repository, was located in Dakar 

and collected both archives of the government (same five-year rule as local repositories) 

and historic documents from local repositories.32  

But the collection of historic documents by the central repository in Dakar proved 

to be unsuccessful. In reality, each colony would manage their own archives 

independently from each other, with varying levels of luck and success, and with no real 

centralised policy or collection.33 This remained true until independence. Despite being 

able to achieve some tours in order to visit ‘local’ archives in AOF and assess the situation 

of the whole federation of AOF, Charpy had to focus his classification efforts on the 

                                                             
31 ANOM, Service XLIV, 925, Rapport sur la situation des archives et bibliothèques de l’AOF à la fin de l’année 
1938. 
32 Mbaye, Guide Des Archives de l’Afrique Occidentale Française; Charpy, ‘L’introduction, Par Claude Faure, de 
l’archivistique Française En AOF’. 
33 Charpy, ‘L’introduction, Par Claude Faure, de l’archivistique Française En AOF’. 
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archives of the Government General only. 

The collection of historic archives was only achieved in the case of the archives of 

the colony of Senegal. First, because as the oldest colony it actually contained more 

“valuable” historic papers than other colonies, and second, because geographically, 

Senegal’s repository located in Saint-Louis was closer to Dakar than the other 

repositories, which therefore facilitated the exchanges and work.34 And indeed, Charpy 

managed to have a position opened for an archivist in Senegal for these very reasons, 

although very late in the history of the archives. Jean-François Maurel, archiviste-

paléographe, was appointed in 1954 and started not only to put Senegal’s archives in 

order and transfer historic records to Dakar, but also to classify the archives of Senegal.35  

As he mentioned in a letter to Charpy, the process of solely getting acquainted with 

the colonial archives in Senegal, their organisation, was a colossal work which took Maurel 

a lot of time and left him drained of all energy, in his own words.36 This reinforces the idea 

that for archivists trained in France at that time, with a national scope and mind-set, 

approaching the colonial setting and adjusting their knowledge and skills to it, was not a 

straightforward task. 

In 1958, Charpy chose to leave his position in Senegal to go back to France, and after 

many uncertainties, Maurel took his position as head of archives in AOF. In parallel, the 

political context had evolved with the creation of the short-lived Federation of Mali from 

1958 to 1960. Independence resulted from a decolonisation process, which saw tensions 

                                                             
34 Maurel, ‘Les Archives de l’AOF Avant, Pendant et Après l’AOF’. 
35 More on the biographies of the archivists of AOF in Charpy, ‘Les Archivistes de l’AOF Face à Leur Temps’, and 
more specifically on Claude Faure Léonce Célier, ‘Claude Faure (1881-1942)’, Bibliothèque de l’École Des Chartes 
103, no. 1 (1942): 371–3, Marcel Baudot and Paul-Albert Février, ‘André Villard (1913-1973)’, Bibliothèque de 
l’École Des Chartes 132, no. 2 (1974): 395–400 on André Villard, and Saliou Mbaye, ‘Jean-François Maurel (1927-
2015)’, Bibliothèque de l’École Des Chartes 173 (2015): 556–60 on Jean-François Maurel. 
36 AD35, Papiers privés Jacques Charpy, Lettre de Maurel à Charpy, 3 mai (the year is not mentioned but the 
content of the letter places it in 1958). 
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on all sides37 and provided a unique outcome for the colonial archives across the French 

empire with the archives of AOF remaining in full on Senegalese soil, without any transfer 

to mainland France.  

 

French Indochinese Union38 

In Indochina, it was originally out of historical interest (from EFEO and Albert 

Sarraut, the Governor General), and partly to follow the example of the AOF, that a 

mission to assess the Indochinese archives was set up in 1917 and resulted in the creation 

of the Department of archives and libraries of Indochina (Direction des archives et 

bibliothèques d’Indochine, DABI) the same year. Before that, even if some local initiatives 

to organise the archives took place, notably in Cochinchina and Annam, they remained 

very precarious and underdeveloped.39 The DABI was thus created by Albert Sarraut40 

under the authority of Paul Boudet, archiviste-paléographe. Appointed in Indochina after 

two years working at the library in Rouen in France, Boudet’s name is closely intertwined 

with the archives of Indochina as he spent almost all his career, that is until in 1948, 

managing them, and that he created and managed the DABI for most of its existence as 

well. 

The original plan for the archives in Indochina was to assign their centralisation to 

the Ecole française d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO), a ‘research’ institute.41 Then, the core issue 

                                                             
37 Tony Chafer, The End of Empire in French West Africa: France’s Successfull Decolonization? (Oxford; New York: 
Berg, 2002). 
38 For a detailed chronological recount of the history of the DABI, see Dao, ‘Les Archives Coloniales Du Viet Nam 
(1858-1954). Les Fonds Conservés Au Dépôt Central de Ha Noi. Fonds de La Résidence Supérieure Au Tonkin’, 
especially p. 81-110.  
39 Boudet, 1919. ANOM, INDO, GGI, 26988, Circulaire du 06/07/1917; ANOM, INDO, GGI, 5672, Courrier du 
gouverneur général de l’Indo-chine au ministre des colonies, 1905. 
40 ANOM, FP, 86APOM, 48, arrêtés du 29/11/1917 et du 26/12/1918. 
41 Further on the history of EFEO in Cécile Capot, ‘La Bibliothèque et Les Archives de l’École Française d’Extrême-
Orient : De La Constitution à La Crise de La Décolonisation (1898-1957) [Provisional Title]’ (Thèse de doctorat, 
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was that of the preservation of historical records. Finally, the Government General 

changed the plan and created its own archive office, internally, adding libraries,42 all part 

of the policy of ‘Franco-indigenous’ public education carried out in Indochina, in 

particular, by Albert Sarraut, and more generally of the French ‘civilising mission’.43 

The Indochina archives handbook stated that a Higher Commission for the 

Surveillance of Archives (Commission supérieure de surveillance des archives) was 

created alongside the archive office in order to assist the head of archives, notably with 

the appraisal of the records destined for destruction.44  

In the space of a few years, and with the support of a comfortable budget for this 

colony with a solid economy,45 Paul Boudet organised the archives, the libraries, and later 

the legal deposit in Indochina. In 1924 and 1926 respectively, he surrounded himself with 

two archivistes-paleographes: Rémi Bourgeois (until 1934) and André Masson.46 Later, 

Simone de Saint-Exupéry joined the team, followed by Ngo Dihn Nhu, the first Vietnamese 

to graduate from the Ecole des Chartes in France, in 1937.47 

                                                             
Paris, Université Paris Sciences et Lettres, 2022), and more specifically Chapter 3 on the role of the EFEO in 
missioning Boudet to assess the situation of the archives in Indochina and to design an archives policy in 1917 
prior to the creation of DABI the same year.  
42 ANOM, INDO, GGI, 15202, Courrier du 29/07/1916. 
43 Paul Boudet, ‘Les Archives et Les Bibliothèques de l’Indochine’ (Imprimerie d’Extrême-Orient, 1919). 
44 Direction des archives et bibliothèques, gouvernement général de l’Indochine, Manuel de l’archiviste. 
Instructions Pour l’organisation et Le Classement Des Archives de l’Indochine, 2e ed. (Hanoi: Imprimerie 
LeVanTan, 1945), 10. 
45 Pierre Brocheux and Nicolas Hémery, Indochine. La Colonisation Ambiguë, 1858-1954 (Paris: La Découverte, 
1995), 41-46 and 98. 
46 Gouvernement général de l’Indochine, Rapport Sur La DABI (Hanoi: Imprimerie d’Extrême-Orient, 1928). 
47 ANOM, FP 86APOM/48, note volante. More on the professional individual trajectory of the archivists: André 
Masson, ‘Paul Boudet (1888-1948)’, Bibliothèque de l’École Des Chartes 107, no. 2 (1948): 335–7 and Fabienne 
Chamelot, ‘Boudet, Paul’, in Figures de Bibliothécaires, by Isabelle Antonutti (Paris: Presses de l’ENSSIB, 2020), 
59–60 on Paul Boudet; André Masson, ‘Rémy Bourgeois (1897-1947)’, Bibliothèque de l’École Des Chartes 107, 
no. 2 (1948): 342–43 on Rémy Bourgeois; Louis Desgraves and Léon de Groër, ‘André Masson (1900-1986)’, 
Bibliothèque de l’École Des Chartes 144, no. 2 (1986): 443–5 on André Masson; Meixin Tambay, ‘Destins 
d’archivistes. Ngo Dinh Nhu (1910-1963), Un Archiviste Hors Du Commun’ (mémoire de master, Angers, 
Université d’Angers, 2014) and Thi Dien Dao, ‘Ngô Đình Nhu - Nhà Lưu Trữ Việt Nam Thời Kỳ 1938 - 1946’, trans. 
Quang Chau, Tạp Chí Nghiên Cứu và Phát Triển 6–7 (2013): 104–5 on Ngo Dinh Nhu. 
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In terms of archives, very quickly, within one year, Boudet set up an ingenious 

classification system allowing existing records to be grouped together and those to come 

to be incorporated indefinitely. In the course of his career, he also created five archival 

repositories across the different provinces of the Indochinese Union (these repositories 

increased in size over the years): four regional (in Saigon, Hue, Phnom Penh and Ventiane) 

and one central (in Hanoi, Tonkin). The latter collected the records of the Government 

General and subsidiary offices, the records of the office of the Higher Resident (Résidence 

supérieure, the French ‘representation’ in a protectorate, closer to a local governing body 

in practice) in Tonkin and the historical records of ceased offices. The other (local) 

repositories received records from the Government of Cochinchina and the Higher 

Resident offices of the rest of the provinces.48 

The period of conservation of documents by the offices was fixed at five years, and 

all records older than that had to be transferred. Standard transfers to the archives were 

made in January each year and could be completed by optional transfers when needed. 

The organisation of the archives was therefore quickly in place and, above all, remained 

operational throughout the French presence in Indochina, with a few exceptions. 

The organisation of archives in Indochina therefore responded to a bureaucratic 

centralised rationale, which was remarkable for its meticulousness (see appendix 1). 

Indochina’s archives policy developed to a punctilious level of detail and above all, was 

effective in its implementation. Not only were the rules for the transfer and classification 

of archives drawn up at all hierarchical levels, from general government to local 

administrations, but these measures were actually put in motion; human as well as 

financial resources being made available. 
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From its creation in 1938, the DABI produced a gigantic collection of laws and 

regulations in Indochina comprising 3 000 pages and 70 000 entries.49 Paul Boudet and 

Rémi Bourgeois published a monumental bibliography of French Indochina between 1929 

and 1943.50 More importantly for the archives, Boudet and his team achieved a large 

thematic indexing of the records, in addition to their classification by series and the 

making of standard finding aids such as inventories, directories, etc. 

In 1937, 1 656 research requests were delivered in the archives of the central 

repository, if official reports are to be believed. Also, in 1937, out of 185 620 files kept at 

the central repository, 151 598 were inventoried by topic on an ensemble of 400 000 

index cards, themselves filed into thematic indexes. These only concerned the central 

repository, the same work was achieved for local repositories in the provinces; for 

instance, 2 264 files in Saigon, 2 551 in Hue and 2 248 in Phnom-Penh.51 Ten years later, 

in 1947, it was declared that the central repository held more than 210 000 files 

inventoried on 500 000 or 600 000 index cards.52 

The Indochinese colonial setting made it possible to mobilise the financial and 

human resources necessary to achieve such initiative on such a scale. The economic 

situation of Indochina allowed investment in DABI, which was justified given the political 

and administrative situation.  
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It allowed Boudet not only to create a department but also technical training of 

archivist-secretaries intended for Vietnamese nationals who worked in the French 

colonial administration. Very early in the development of DABI, it was envisioned that 

French administrators could follow a three to six-month internship in the archives. In 

1931, this course was made formal and extended to the ‘indigenous archivist-secretaries’ 

who were enrolled and granted a certificate at the end of the training, as well as a bonus.53 

It seems that fifteen to twenty people graduated per year from 1930 to 1946, which gives 

an idea of the importance of the course and DABI, and of its presence across the French 

administration in Indochina. In 1937, around 100 of the graduates were active throughout 

the Indochinese colonial administration.54 Going back to their positions and tasks after 

their training, the various offices and departments efficiently prepared the transfer of 

records as well as the thematic index, amongst other things.  

In addition to the archives and the public and administrative libraries, DABI was also 

put in charge of the legal deposit as early as 1922 (the legal deposit would only be 

implemented in mainland France in 1925), which concerned all printed publications, 

books as well as journals and newspapers, whether in French or Vietnamese. The legal 

deposit ceased in 1943 as communicating with mainland France became complicated due 

to WW2.55  

On the longue durée, the organisation and development of the DABI can be 

described as ‘steadily’ progressive in the sense that it did not endure major disruption or 

impact events for decades. This does not mean that all procedures and activities were 

under full control and in accordance to the theoretical plans, but overall, the DABI was 

                                                             
53 ANOM, FP, APOM86, 48, Note volante.  
54 ANOM, INDO, GGI, 53470, Rapport sur la DABI, 11/12/1937. 
55 ANOM, INDO, GGI, 4197, rapport du 22/06/1927; ANOM, Service XLIII, 909, lettre du 22/07/1947.  
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running, functioning, and achieved for the most part its goals and tasks. In addition, it did 

so while managing to increase its responsibilities and activities, and ultimately developed 

into an important department in terms of scope as well as staff.  

The first major milestone that can be identified in the course of its history was 

therefore World War 2 and the reshuffling of political and military power in Indochina 

and what is commonly identified as the beginning of the decolonisation process in 

Indochina. In retrospect, it had such a strong impact that it can arguably be designated as 

the starting point of the end of DABI. In 1945, several shifts of power occurred in 

Indochina, and in Vietnam, as did governing bodies. The director of DABI changed on 

several occasions, Boudet being dismissed in favour of Pham Dinh Giem, a Vietnamese 

archivist who was already working at the DABI, or Mr. Kudo, a Japanese 

professor/administrator. In these new configurations, the French archivists, Boudet, 

Bourgeois and Saint-Exupéry, became subordinates to those new directors, which 

obviously did not happen without tensions. And at some point, the three of them were 

simply dismissed.56  

During that period, the DABI was reorganised and, according to Saint-Exupéry in an 

official report, the local archives and libraries were transferred to Cambodia and Vietnam, 

while the central office of the DABI relocated in Saigon, and the former offices of the DABI 

in Hanoi became a ‘delegation.’57 

Soon after, Boudet, who had been very sick for years, and was a source of concern 

for his relatives when he visited them in France in 1947, had to travel back to France not 

long after his return to Indochina, for health reasons. He died shortly after in November 

                                                             
56 Archives de Frédéric d’Agay, papiers de Simone de Saint-Exupéry, journal, année 1945.  
57 ANOM, Service XLVI, 956, lettre du 26/04/1960. 
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1948 in a hospital in mainland France.58 Simone de Saint-Exupéry, who had spent most of 

her career in Indochina, became acting director of DABI until a new one was officially 

appointed. A few months later, Ferréol de Ferry, an archiviste-paléographe who had been 

an archivist at the Ministry of the Colonies, was appointed.59 

In addition to the shifts in rule and direction at the DABI starting 1945, the transfer 

of archives to mainland France started in 1950. Indochina was the first colony in the 

French colonial empire to transfer archives to mainland France, a procedure that 

necessitated sorting of the records that would be transferred (named sovereignty 

archives) and the records that would remain in the newly independent states (named 

administrative archives, more on this distinction in Chapter 3). While the ‘official’ 

independence of Vietnam was declared in 1954 with the battle of Dien Bien Phu marking 

the ultimate defeat of the French army and the end of the French colonial power, the 

splitting of the archives was negotiated in 1950 and settled in an agreement signed on 15 

June that year.  

The first shipping of records started in 1950 and in 1954, it was felt that the transfer 

procedure needed to accelerate due to the increasing tension. Two archivists from the 

Ministry came to help: Carlo Laroche and Marie-Antoinette Ménier who stayed six 

months for her mission; around 2 000 boxes or records were shipped to France that year. 

Ferréol de Ferry had already returned to France.60  

In 1948, the library of South-Vietnam was transferred under the responsibility of 

the ‘independent government of Cochinchina.’ In 1952, the central archives repository 

                                                             
58 Chamelot, ‘Boudet, Paul’, 60. 
59 ANOM, FP, 86APOM, 48, La bibliothèque générale nationale du Viet-Nam. 
60 ANOM, Service XLVI, 956, lettre du 26/04/1960; ANV, séries V1/F1, 2139, extrait de la convention franco-
vietnamienne du 15/06/1950. 
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and the central library in Hanoi became the Bibliothèque Générale (General Library) and 

was transferred under the responsibility of the ‘Franco-Vietnamese University’ with two 

co-directors: Simone de Saint-Exupéry and Tran Van Kha. The library of the Haut-

Commissiriat created by De Ferry was transferred to the Mission Culturelle française, a 

French ‘cultural institute.’61 By 1954, all the archivists from the former DABI had been 

evacuated to France. 

  

                                                             
61 ANOM, FP, 86APOM, 48, La bibliothèque générale nationale du Viet-Nam. 
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Timeline of the history of archives in the Ministry of the colonies, AOF and Indochina 
 

 Ministry of the Colonies AOF Indochina 

1894 - Creation of the Ministry, 
with an archive office 

- Dispute with Ministry of 
Navy (started 1893-end 
1897) 

- Creation of Higher 
Commission for Colonial 
Archives 

  

1910 Move to rue Oudinot   

1911 Schefer mission (end 
1913) 

- Creation of an archive 
office 

- Appointment of Claude 
Faure (until 1920) 

- Archives mission 
- Creation of an archive 

office 
- Appointment of Paul 

Boudet (until 1947) 
1920 - Final reform of the 

Ministry 
- Appointment of Paul 

Roussier (until 1944) 

Appointment of Prosper 
Alquier (until 1922) 

 

1922   Creation of the legal 
deposit 

1924   Appointment of Rémi 
Bourgeois (until 1934) 

1928   Appointment of André 
Masson 

1931   Beginning of training for 
secretaries-archivists 

1934   Appointment of Simone 
de Saint-Exupéry 

1936  Appointment of André 
Villard  

 

1937   Appointment of Ngo 
Dihn Nhu 

1940 Temporary move under 
Vichy government 

  

1942  - Transfer to IFAN 
- Appointment of 

Marguerite Verdat 

 

1943 Appointment of Ferréol 
de Ferry (Indochina in 
1949) 

  

1945 Appointment of Marie-
Antoinette Ménier 

 WW2 – conflict with 
Japan 
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1946 French Union reform: 
Ministry of Overseas 
France 

  

1948   Simone de Saint-Exupéry 
is acting director of DABI 

1949   Appointment of Ferréol 
de Ferry as Director of 
DABI 

1950 First reception of local 
archives in anticipation 
of independences (from 
Indochina) 

 First transfer of archives 
to mainland France 

1951  - Appointment of Jacques 
Charpy (until 1958) 

- Transfer to Haut 
Commissariat 
 

 

1954  Appointment of Jean-
François Maurel at the 
archives of Senegal (until 
1958) 

Independence 

1958 Reform: Communauté 
française 

- Reform: Communauté 
française  

- Jean-François Maurel 
becomes head of 
archives of AOF 

 

1959  Creation of the 
Federation of Mali 

 

1960  - Independence of Senegal 
- Agreement over archives 
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Global overview62 

AOF was the first colony where an archive office was created and an attempt at 

managing the archives made in 1911. This would remain the only one for decades in the 

French African colonies. Yet, in Afrique équatoriale française (AEF),63 while an archival 

policy was not designed for some time, some archives could be found, essentially 

inherited from the military colonial rule. Until 1909, the archives were mostly composed 

of correspondence, exploration and mission reports as well as budget records. This 

reflected the novelty of the civil administration. After 1909, while a classification system 

did not exist per se, a thematical framework, consistent with some archival standards at 

the time, was in place to organise the records transferred by the local governors (head of 

colonies) to the Governor General. Each type of record consisted of a continued series; 

for example, quarterly political reports or annual personnel evaluations.64 

In 1947, an inspection mission and a 1948 tour from Carlo Laroche, the archivist of 

the Ministry of the Colonies, both reported that the state of the archives in AEF was 

‘alarming’. Early records of the colonisation of Congo were believed to be lost or 

destroyed, the archives stored in Brazzaville “repositories” were not preserved in a 

satisfying way and put at risk (climate, insects and theft).65  

The turning point for AEF archives was 1945 when an order (arrêté) stipulated that 

the archives of the AEF Government General would be under the care and responsibility 

of the Institut d’études africaines a “research” centre.66 However, they were not handled 

                                                             
62 The North African colonies are outside this research scope since they were not part of the Ministry of the 
Colonies’ jurisdiction.  
63 For a detailed view of the AEF archives: https://archivescolonialesbrazzaville.wordpress.com/ [last visited 
7/06/2021] and Bat, ‘Les Archives de l’AEF’. 
64 ANOM, FP, 13APOM, 2, note “AEF”. 
65 ANOM, Service XI, 381, lettre du 13/12/1948. 
66 Jean Glénisson, ‘Les Archives de l’Afrique Équatoriale Française’, La Gazette Des Archives, no. 22 (1957): 25. 
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by a trained archivist and the personnel of the Institute themselves admitted that they 

had little competence on archival management.67 An attempt at appointing a professional 

archivist was made but withdrawn due to lack of budget, and then suggested again in 

1948.68 

A classification system for all AEF archives circulated with the 2 August 1945 order, 

but did not seem to be used or implemented. For instance, it was reported that in the 

Ubangui-Shari colony, while recent records were roughly ordered in some offices, none 

used the classification scheme. They were tidied at random without a common 

rationale.69 

As for the local archives, their content was discretionary and varied in volume and 

topics. For example, in theory, each local office (poste) was supposed to keep a log 

(journal de poste) as well as register correspondence. In practice, it was inconsistent.  

The role and responsibilities of the post chief (chef de poste) also developed and 

evolved. At first, he was concerned with collecting information on local populations as 

well as surveying them, and it evolved into a more independent role with more power 

and authority, to the point that in the 1950s, the post chief was basically responsible for 

all decisions and implementation of the French policy in his jurisdiction. Obviously, this 

shows in the local archives: the early years consisted in monthly reports on local 

populations while later archives were more important in volume and more varied. 

However, the state of those archives was very unequal and sometimes chaotic. In 

                                                             
67 ANOM, Service XI, 381, lettre du 13/12/1948. 
68 ANOM, Service XI, 381, extrait du rapport du 8/08/1947. 
69 ANOM, Service XI, 381, rapport ‘Archives et bibliothèques en Oubangui-Chari’. 
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addition, there was not any classification system, simply a division between confidential 

and non-confidential archives.70 

A mobile inspection mission in 1947 specifically enquired into the local archives in 

Chad (in the chef-lieu de région and 15 districts). This mission is valuable because it 

provides a detailed and extensive account of the local archives rarely found in broader 

scale inspection missions such as those for the whole of AEF. The inspection report stated 

that most of the ‘old archives’ (archives anciennes) had been destroyed because of insects 

and climate since the conditions in which the documents were preserved were non-

existent in most places – although cement shelves for storage were mentioned for one 

district.  

More recent documents, at the time, could be found but their classification 

depended on the sole personal initiative of the local administrators, hence resulting in 

very different situations. The report pointed to the absence of a central policy for archives 

or a central repository (central here being on Chad’s scale). In the Ouaddai region, it was 

reported that the French military administration took their archives with them when the 

civilian administration took over. In other regions, archives were reported missing or 

destroyed by fire (in Logone for instance). In the chef-lieu, Fort-Lamy, military records had 

remained on site though separated from the “civilian” records, but both were in a chaotic 

state. Overall, the assessment of the archives in Chad in 1947 was that, ‘in the absence of 

central archives’, each local office and region was responsible for their archives, and a 

whole range of situations could be found from one place to another and also from one 

period to another.71 

                                                             
70 ANOM, FP, 13APOM, 2, note ‘AEF’. 
71 ANOM, Service XLIV, 924, rapport d’inspection du 03/04/1947. 
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An inspection tour by inspector Montguillot in 1947 concluded that the local 

archives were in an ‘appalling state’ (état lamentable) and virtually non-existent, that 

most of the ‘old archives’ had disappeared, that there was not any methodical system for 

classification for any local archives and, finally, that ‘archives were only met by general 

indifference.’72 

In June 1948, Laroche reported yet another attempt at collecting and organising 

local archives in AEF.73 In 1950, Jean Glénisson, an archiviste-paléographe, was appointed 

in AEF, taking over from André Barroux and designed a new classification system based 

on the Indochina and AOF ones.74  

At independence, AEF archives were divided, a part of them being transferred to 

France and the rest becoming the property of the newly created states.75 

 

While the history of AEF archives has been partly uncovered thanks to the analysis 

of archivists, little is known in the other French colonies on the African continent. For 

instance, in French Cameroon, the sources are thin. A letter from 1947 seems to indicate 

that the archives in Cameroon were not organised or classified76. Laroche toured in 

Cameroon (and other parts of Africa) in 1948 in order to assess the situation of the 

archives. He reported that a trial at collecting local archives was under way in Cameroon77. 

In French Somaliland in 1906, the archives consisted of originals or copies of treaties 

between the French government and local leaders (the oldest dating 1862), 

                                                             
72 ANOM, Service XI, 381, extrait du rapport du 08/08/1947. 
73 ANOM, Service XI, 381, rapport au ministre. 
74 Glénisson, ‘Les Archives de l’Afrique Équatoriale Française’, 27-8. 
75 ANOM, FP, 13APOM, 2, note ‘présentation des archives d’outre-mer d’Aix-en-Provence’. 
76 ANOM, Service, XI, 381, copie de la lettre du 18/12/1947. 
77 ANOM, Service XI, 381, rapport au ministre. 
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correspondence of the French government in Somaliland, as well as records that 

concerned Lake Assal and railways. They were preserved in files and boxes and stored in 

the office of the Governor in Djibouti by date and type of affairs and, according to the 

Governor, in ‘fairly good’ condition. Despite this rationalised storage, there was not any 

trace of classification system for those archives, with a few exceptions (the archival source 

does not elaborate on it). They consisted of 5 to 6 boxes only. This was the only repository 

that existed in French Somaliland at that time.78  

 

The archives in Madagascar and dependencies are better known.79 It is one of the 

few territories, with Vietnam, colonised by France where the governing body and political 

system prior to colonisation relied on an administration, thus written records and 

archives. The Merina administration, based on the name of the ruling group in 

Madagascar, had a classification system for their archives (in the Merina language).80 The 

Merina archives (or Hova archives, the name of the ruling cast amongst the Merina 

society) were taken into account, and to some extent, incorporated into the French 

colonial archives, which testifies to the way archives and records are instrumental for 

continuity of power in any change of political regime, whether colonial or not (it will be 

further developed in Chapter 5): 

On peut inscrire cette création et la réglementation liée dans le mouvement que le 
juriste Michel Massiot qualifié dans sa thèse de “réaction centralisatrice des 
successeurs de Gallieni” et dans la tendance qui en découle au renforcement des 
pouvoirs de l’administration coloniale au détriment de l’administration malgache. 
De fait, alors que jusqu’à 1905 le Général Gallieni s’appuyait largement sur des relais 
malgaches, ses successeurs vident progressivement de sa substance 

                                                             
78 ANOM, Service XLVI, 954, lettre du 26/01/1906. 
79 For more detail, see the introduction of Charly Jollivet, ‘Archives, Archivistique et Logiques d’usage Dans Les 
Territoires Issus de La Colonie de Madagascar de 1946 à Nos Jours’ (Thèse de doctorat, Angers, Université 
Bretagne Loire, 2016), 19-69. 
80 ANOM, FP, 13APOM, 2, note ‘Madagascar’. 
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l’administration malgache régionale représentée par les “gouverneurs” et les 
“gouverneurs principaux”, au profit de l’administration coloniale qui se voit 
confortée au niveau des provinces et des districts.81 

 
In this excerpt, Jollivet identifies the ways the French governing body adjusted its policy 

according to the local context. In Madagascar, where the ruling cast benefited from an 

administrative network, the French decision-makers reinforced their own administration 

and bureaucracy in order to enforce their domination.82  

The French colonial administration started in 1897 when the first Governor General 

was appointed. Archives policy in Madagascar consisted of 3 orders: that of 11 April 1914, 

22 June 1931 and 20 April 1955; the latter was considered minor and consisting in an 

amendment of the archives commission.83 Although official, those orders were not 

systematically or consistently implemented.  

In 1906, ‘historic’ archives in Madagascar consisted of reports, correspondence 

registries, as well as orders and decision registries; the oldest dated from 1762. The 

records in Antananarivo were classified by type of affairs and year and their inventory 

was about to be finished. The classification of records in local offices had been achieved 

in Nosse, although the inventory still had to be made, it had just started in Sainte-Marie, 

and was still to be planned in Diego Suarez. The archives in Antananarivo and Sainte-

Marie were in a fair condition, but the ones in Nosse Be were in a poor condition, and so 

were those of Diego Suarez which had suffered from flooding in 1904 following a 

cyclone.84 French archives dating from before French colonisation could also be found. 

                                                             
81 Jollivet, ‘Archives, Archivistique et Logiques d’usage Dans Les Territoires Issus de La Colonie de Madagascar de 
1946 à Nos Jours’, 21. 
82 It echoes the situation of Vietnam in colonial Indochina, see Chapters 4 and 5. 
83 ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, note du 13/02/1957. 
84 ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, réponse à l’enquête du 31/05/1906. 
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They mostly consisted in correspondence between French comptoirs and the Foreign 

Affairs department in France.85   

Still in 1906, the Ministry of the Colonies showed interest in the Antananarivo 

archives in Madagascar and asked that a copy of their catalogue be made and sent to the 

Ministry.86 Meanwhile, in the same year, the French Government General in Madagascar 

showed interest in centralising archives in Antananarivo. The information collected in 

1907 in order to plan this transfer stated that these documents represented almost 3 m3 

and 1,13 ton.87 This might be the transfer to the metropole that Jollivet mentioned in the 

introduction to his thesis without being able to date it.88 

In 1913, the archive office was under the direct supervision of the cabinet of the 

Governor, and two Malagasy archivists were working there.89  

The archive office instituted in 1914 became a department (section) in 1931. An 

order from 1931 set up a 10-year rule for keeping and transferring records and archives 

in Madagascar, but with some exceptions. In 1931, the Governor General Cayla 

restructured the archives and records office and appointed Mr. Simyan as the archivist in 

Magadascar. Simyan was not originally an archivist by profession, but he trained for one 

month at the Ministry of the Colonies prior to going to Magagascar.90 This reorganisation 

of the archives seemed to be effective and resulted in surveys, reports and initiatives to 

organise and centralise archives and record management in Madagascar.  

                                                             
85 ANOM, FP, 13APOM, 2, note ‘Madagascar’. 
86 ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, lettre du 07/07/1906. 
87 ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, lettre du 19/04/1907. 
88 Jollivet, ‘Archives, Archivistique et Logiques d’usage Dans Les Territoires Issus de La Colonie de Madagascar de 
1946 à Nos Jours’, 23-4. 
89 ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, rapport du 10/05/1913. 
90 ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, arrêté du 22/06/1931; ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, Le grand intérêt des archives de 
Madagascar, 05/05/1933 ; ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, note sans date. 
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An important inspection mission into the archives was conducted in 1933-1934 by 

the Ministry of the Colonies, rendering a quasi-exhaustive assessment of the situation of 

the archives in Antananariva as well as in regions and districts. The central repository was 

full and it was reported that it was a good thing that local offices did not apply the transfer 

rule by the book, otherwise, the central repository would have had no choice but to refuse 

transfers. A 1934 inspection report stated that it was not necessary to appoint an 

archiviste-paléographe and that it would be preferable to make adjustments with the 

already existing personnel. It also reported that if archives of the whole island were to be 

centralised, a whole building with several floors would be necessary, implying that the 

centralisation of archives was not the best option, and pointing to the fact that records 

were numerous and voluminous on the island. All in all, the archives situation was 

described as ‘precarious’: transfers from local offices had, for the most part, not been 

possible for lack of space, and records prior to 1896, although gathered in Antananarivo, 

were only classified for a third of them, the rest of them being piled up in attics.91  

In 1947, the head of archives of Ministry of the Colonies, Laroche, notified that the 

only reason the archives in Madagascar were in good condition was because of the 

dedication of a ‘civil servant’ (fonctionnaire) on site, and had to be standardised with 

proper means and procedures. Laroche insisted in June 1948 that it was time to appoint 

a trained archivist in Madagascar because archive management required specialised 

skills.92 

In her assessment of the archives in Madagascar in 1957, Mrs. Marchand-Thebault, 

archiviste paléographe, bluntly blamed the relative disorganisation solely on the lack of 

                                                             
91 ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, rapport d’inspection du 30/06/1934; ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, rapport d’inspection 
1933-1934. 
92 ANOM, Service XI, 381, lettre du 04/12/1947ANOM; Service XI, 381, lettre du 08/06/1948. 
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training of the people who cared for archives.93 Her assessment was rather harsh, 

claiming that nobody had ever cared for the archives, that the heads of office were 

“ghosts”, etc. In 1958, it was reported that “a lot” of archives had been recently destroyed 

in the districts, mostly old archives.94  

 

Réunion (previously île Bourbon) was closely connected to colonial Madagascar. In 

1906, the oldest documents in Réunion’s archives dated from 1665 and were the public 

records of a solicitor (notaire) from Madagascar. In a more general way, archives in 

Réunion were collected and transferred in 1852 in a repository in Saint-Denis specifically 

dedicated to preserving archives. It was the only repository on the island.95 Prior to 1906, 

attempts at organising archives were made, and many records had been purposefully 

destroyed as a result of the activities of an archives commission set up in 1881.96 

Archives mostly consisted of public records, as well as documents in relation to the 

politics and economy of the island, and some documents on municipalities, police, 

education, charities and Compagnie des Indes and other ‘companies’ implemented in 

Madagascar. A commission was designed to supervise the classification of these archives.  

In addition, Réunion also had ‘Revolution archives’ which consisted in 

correspondence with France, the petitions of the local assemblies, some letters from Isle 

de France (Mauritius) and from deputies of Isle de France and Réunion, demands of the 

municipal councils to France and miscellaneous documents. Some documents were 

                                                             
93 ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, note du 13/02/1957. 
94 ANOM, Service XLIV, 931, circulaire du 18/04/ 1858. 
95 ANOM, Service XLVI, 955, lettre du 31/03/1906. 
96 Yves Pérotin, ‘Introduction’, in Documents Concernant Les Îles de Bourbon et de France Pendant La Régie de La 
Compagnie Des Indes. Répertoire Des Pièces Conservées Dans Divers Dépôts d’archives de Paris, by Albert 
Lougnon (Nérac: G. Courdec, 1953), xi. 
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bound while others were in boxes and copies had been made when they were 

deteriorated or damaged. A catalogue existed for those records.97  

In 1919, a formal position was created for an archivist and Adrien Merlo was 

appointed, followed by Eugène Massinot in 1938. Nevertheless, the situation of the 

archives remained precarious as the position also involved responsibilities with a local 

museum. For instance, Merlo decided to prioritise the ‘historical’ records of the 

Compagnie des Indes.98 

In 1939, during the war, the archives were moved to a new building in a room that 

was not suited for their preservation, and in 1942, Albert Lougnon was offered the 

opportunity to be acting archivist in replacement of Mr. Massinot who had been 

redeployed. Fully aware that he was not in the position of creating a classification system, 

he focused on the one that already existed, that is to say the records of the Compagnie 

des Indes. An archiviste paléographe, Mr. Pérotin was then appointed in 1952 and took 

over.99 

 

The Compagnie des Indes records also played a central part in the archives of 

colonial India, technically, the archives of the Etablissements français de l’Inde. The 

specific status of the French colonisation in India, mostly consisting in enclaves, as 

opposed to a fully developed colonial administration, impacted the development of 

archives, rendering, for instance, central archives irrelevant.  
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99 Lougnon, Classement et Inventaire Du Fonds de Compagnie Des Indes (Série CO). 1665-1767, 5-6. 
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In 1906 in Pondicherry, the archives were reported as consisting of some 

administrative records which were thought to be of little to no historical interest. They 

were well preserved despite the challenging local climate. The oldest record was the 1776 

edit of the king creating the Dépôt des papiers publics des colonies (more on the DPPC in 

Chapter 4). The rest of the records consisted in a list of Pondicherry inhabitants, some 

memos and administrative statistics, etc. Offices in Mahé, Chandannagar and Yanam only 

had a few administrative records as well.  

A few precolonial ‘records’ could be found in Karaikal in the form of palm-leaf 

manuscripts written in Tamil, but most of them were in an advanced deteriorated 

condition. Still in Karaikal, a repository of precolonial ‘archives’ held historic documents 

prior to 1817: royal ordinances, firmans (decrees), diplomatic notes, governmental 

council and justice court deliberations, letters, maps and court rulings. The repository had 

been created by decree in 1852 as an annex to the Pondicherry Public Library. The oldest 

records dated from 1666 and all records were inventoried on a detailed list. Those 

archives were not preserved appropriately and considered at risk of damage or 

destruction.100 

In 1908, it was reported that there was no possibility to centralise archives and 

organise record management for lack of appropriate room and budget. The Governor said 

he was waiting to obtain some funding from the local budget to plan archives.101 In 1913, 

the History Society (Société de l’Histoire de l’Inde) was working at building up the 

conservation and publicisation of historic records, which seemed to point mostly to Indian 

precolonial records.102 In 1949, records in India dated from 1690 to 1855. A part of those 

                                                             
100 ANOM, Service XLIV, 928, lettre du 21/02/1906. 
101 ANOM, Service XLIV, 928, lettre du 22/01/1908. 
102 ANOM, Service XLIV, 928, lettre du 07/04/1913. 
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records was organised and classified. Most of them consisted of public and administrative 

records as well as some sheets classified by chronological order. The other part was 

reported to have been found in the library of Pondicherry. Some of the latter were private 

documents.103  

 

The archives of Saint-Pierre and Miquelon in North America endured, like most of 

the French colonial archives, a challenging trajectory despite a different climate to many. 

While the archives in this territory were not subject to extreme climate, like some 

colonies, it was reported that the offices were made of wood: fires were not rare and had 

destroyed a large part of the archives in the past.104 In fact in 1906, three fires were 

declared to have destroyed archives in 1865, 1879 and 1902. The oldest records were 

therefore not older than 30 years of age. In practice, documents were put away without 

any detailed listing of their content in random rooms and attics in three different buildings 

(Governor Cabinet, Finance Office, hôtel du chef judiciaire).105  

The first milestone occurred in 1920 when a commission for the classification of the 

archives was created in Saint-Pierre and Miquelon. The task at hand involved making an 

inventory of the archives. In 1934, there was no trace of this inventory and it was 

suspected to never have been established.  

In 1931, an inspection mission reported that the archival files from the ‘home office’ 

(direction de l’intérieur) were classified in a storage room along with the archives from 

the printing office. The room could be locked and an orderly (planton) had the key. The 

judicial archives were nearly entirely destroyed in 1924 by fire, and the remainder under 

                                                             
103 ANOM, Service XLIV, 928, Note-circulaire, 11/09/1949; rapport du 08/06/1949. 
104 ANOM, Service XLIV, 929, lettre du 02/05/1934. 
105 ANOM, Service XLIV, 929, Rapport de mission d’inspection 1930-1931. 
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the process of being reconstituted. Municipal archives and civil status records, although 

limited, seemed to be in order. It was estimated that the archives could be organised in a 

matter of 3 years. The same year, an administrator, Mr. Sasco, was appointed archivist 

without having received training in archiving.106 In 1933 and 1934, a budget was dedicated 

to an archivist position, but no-one was officially in charge. Mr. Sasco, who had since 1931 

been appointed acting judge at the justice court, was still in charge of the archives 

whenever he had time, although he only remained acting judge for a few months.107 Mr 

Sasco looked after the archives until his passing in 1944, when Mr Treich, his subordinate, 

took over until 1949.108 

Saint-Pierre et Miquelon is now a département. As such, its colonial archives 

became archives départementales and were not transferred to ANOM.  

 

Finally, in other former colonies that have become French départements, little is 

known about the history of archives. In French Guiana in 1947, the archives were 

described as being in a poor condition and in need of classification.109 

In French Polynesia in 1906, around 500 records in relation to Tahiti island and 

Leeward Islands (Iles sous le vent) were reported in the archives in the French colonies of 

Polynesia. They mostly consisted of correspondence and were said to be in good 

condition, classified and stored in a locked cabinet. The oldest ones dated from the 

1840s110.  

                                                             
106 ANOM, Service XLIV, 929, Rapport de mission d’inspection 1930-1931. 
107 Guyot-Jeannin, Guide Des Sources de l’histoire de Saint-Pierre et Miquelon, 15; ANOM, Service XLIV, 929, lettre 
du 02/05/1934. 
108 Guyot-Jeannin, Guide Des Sources de l’histoire de Saint-Pierre et Miquelon, 16. 
109 ANOM, Service XLIII, 909, lettre du 11/07/1947. 
110 ANOM, Service XLVI, 957, lettre et pièce jointe du 07/06/1906. 
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In 1962, in French Polynesia, the archives were located in Papeete on Tahiti island 

and did not consist of many documents; most of those being fairly ‘recent’, according to 

the report. The archives represented more than 3 linear kilometres. The archive office 

that year was overwhelmed and the repository full. The archives consisted mainly in 

administrative documents such as the minutes of the administrative council, the 

correspondence between the Governor and the administrators and personnel files, in 

addition to the collection of printed Official Bulletin (Journal officiel). At that date, a plan 

was discussed to move the archives into a bigger building dedicated to archives with three 

repositories (magasins) inside as well as a reading room for the public. The finding aids 

were to be updated.111 

In Martinique, the Guide published by the archives départementales recounts little 

information about those archives and the archive office: an archivist position was created 

for the first time in 1827, which was part-time. The archives were reorganised in 1924 

with the ambition to hire an archiviste paléographe but it would only occur in 1946 after 

Martinique was départementalisée.112 Despite the existence of this archivist position, it 

seems that the archives between 1814 and 1946 had not been classified in a way that 

allowed them to be searched and used.113 

In Mayotte in 1913, records from 1841 to 1908 had just been classified and post-

1908 records were grouped by type of army and office.114 

                                                             
111 ANOM, Service XLVI, 957, rapport joint à la lettre du 08/11/1962. 
112 Liliane Chauleau, Guide Des Archives de La Martinique (Fort-de-France: Archives départementales de la 
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113 Chauleau, Guide Des Archives de La Martinique, 22. 
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In New Caledonia, prior to the civil colonial rule and under the Navy administration 

in the 1880s a repertory of the archives was kept by the local government.115 In 1962, 

François Blanchet, the archivist who also inspected the archives in French Polynesia 

reported that the archives in New Caledonia consisted in the Official Bulletin collection 

and administrative records and files. At some point, the legal deposit was the 

responsibility of the archivist but this was no longer the case. At that date, a building was 

under construction where it was planned that the archives would be stored in the 

future.116 

 

Conclusion 

As brief as this short overview may be, it shows that the archives across the French 

empire underwent very different trajectories and handling and that the archives from 

each colony is unique in that sense. That is not to say that they did not have common 

features or circumstances, but as much as they had commonalities, these were not the 

result of a common policy. The main common feature of the majority of those archives, 

although with some exceptions, was the relative chaos and the absence of an overall 

policy or framework addressing the management of records and archives in the colonies.  

An assertion that derives from this is that to each archive corresponds a specific 

timeline as far as milestones and important events went. For instance, the date 1894, 

chosen as a starting point for this research, constituted a major shift for the colonial 

archives of mainland France and was not so prominent for other archives in the colonised 

territories, and vice-versa. Nevertheless, the archives Ministry of the Colonies, as 

                                                             
115 ANOM, Service XLVI, 958, lettre du 20/05/1883. 
116 ANOM, Service XLVI, 958, note “Archives de Noumea”. 



 103 

estranged as they were from the other colonial archives, were the archives of the 

governing body, namely the Ministry, that was the connecting point between the 

colonies. Therefore, 1894 constitutes an interesting starting point, if only to stress its 

limited impact on archives in the colonies.   

Further than this, the absence of a common policy for archives resulted in each 

archive being unique in their development, shape and outcome. However, Indochina and 

AOF both benefitted from an archive office relatively early on, and more importantly with 

archivistes paléographes as head of archives in both cases, which made them interesting 

case studies, alongside the Ministry, as points of entry into the politics of French colonial 

archives117. Indeed, despite these points in common, their respective outcome could not 

have been more different. AOF, on the one hand, failed at having organised archives until 

at least the 1950s, and this concerned only the archives of the Government General and 

the colony of Senegal. On the other hand, Indochina rapidly managed to organise archives 

across the entirety of its territory at all hierarchical governing and administrative levels, 

and to develop them to an originally unplanned level. Examining both the situations of 

AOF and Indochina, as well as that of the Ministry of the Colonies and its interaction with 

them will therefore provide fruitful insight into the broader understanding of the French 

politics of archives.  

                                                             
117 Algeria was another one but its specific political and administrative status, which made it separate from the 
Ministry of the Colonies, placed it outside the scope of this research.  
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Chapter 3.  

A French imperial archive?  

The location of central decision-making archives 

 

 

Current approaches to the organisation of power and the chain of command in the 

French colonial empire posit, explicitly or implicitly, that metropolitan France, as the head 

of the empire, was the centre of power. Subsequently, the colonies were the periphery 

of the empire. However, this model has been discussed first with regards to the degree 

of delegation of authority between the centre and the periphery. Secondly, the so-called 

periphery did not constitute a homogenous ensemble, whether politically, socially, 

economically or culturally. Articulating these two aspects, the question was raised of 

whether the colonies should be considered colonial states1. Indeed, colonial governance, 

characterised by its remoteness at times where the means for communication was 

shipped correspondence, evolved around a balance between central authority and local 

authorities. 

This raises the underlying issue of the role of the supposedly central organ of the 

French empire, arguably the most noticeable point in common between those territories: 

the Ministry of the Colonies. Little is known about it as its history has not yet been written 

                                                             
1 Mahmood Mamdani, Citizen and Subject. Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of Late Colonialism (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1996). Discussion about the book : Collectif, ‘Autour d’un Livre’, Politique Africaine 
73, no. 1 (1999): 193–211. 
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– although some information is of course available, derived from other topics related to 

French colonial history.  

In the absence of comprehensive knowledge about the Ministry of the Colonies and 

its actual development and operation, discussions over colonial state and colonial 

governance have centred around instances of colonial politics such as the promotion of 

the civilising mission and the assimilation vs association policy. Notwithstanding the 

performative effect of narratives, as demonstrated by Foucault2, these approaches 

engage with theoretical abstractions and ideas. Yet, the reality of colonial power was 

more often than not different from its design.3 Exploring archives allows for an approach 

to the issue of the centralisation of the French colonial authority from an empirical 

perspective.  

Overseas remoteness characterised colonial governing. In such a bureaucratic 

organisation, the chain of command relied on paperwork to liaise, communicate and 

control. The examination of colonial administrative record-writing by Stoler has 

demonstrated how instrumental they were for the daily running of operations. It has also 

shown the empirical grasp they provide on ‘what define their interior ridges and porous 

seams, what closures are transgressed by unanticipated exposition and writerly forms’.4  

In bureaucratic organisations, the central authority is very productive paperwork-

wise and relies on records to operate. Once written, records circulated and were stored, 

forming clusters and knots or leaving empty spaces. Mapping them out on a large scale 

                                                             
2 Michel Foucault, L’Ordre Du Discours (Paris: Gallimard, 1971). 
3 Jean-Pierre Olivier de Sardan, ‘Etat, Bureaucratie et Gouvernance En Afrique de l’Ouest Francophone’, Politique 
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Depuis Richelieu (Paris: Payot, 1928). 
4 Stoler, Along the Archival Grain. Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense, 14. 
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constitutes an insight into the empirical organisation of the French colonial power that 

has never been explored, regardless of the content of each individual record.  

Therefore, this chapter will focus on the large scope and the approach of colonial 

archives as a whole on the empire scale: how did “empire” manifest in the organisation 

of the archives? What was its “centre”? It will analyse the notions of “central” and “local” 

in the history of the archives with a view to drawing three conclusions. First, the 

organisation of the archives, while appearing random and suffering from apparent 

neglect on a superficial level of observation (as seen in Chapter 2), actually reflected the 

development and the political shifts of the French colonial regime notwithstanding their 

chaotic state. In other words, the chaos that characterised colonial archives for a large 

part of their history under the supervision of the Ministry of the Colonies is significant and 

historically relevant. Secondly, French colonial rule operated as a multi-centred governing 

and administrative body. The central power, and therefore decision-making and power 

of jurisdiction in the colonies, was not so much located in an immutable geographic space 

or office as it consisted in a sort of shapeshifting delegated authority of the Ministry (and 

by extension the government) to the Governor General (or equivalent) who could both 

incarnate central authority or local authority (and therefore republican rule of law or 

colonial rule) depending on the population or type of affair that was concerned. Thirdly, 

the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies and the shift from military rule to civilian rule 

in 1894 resulted in the effective alienation of the colonies from the national core of the 

empire. The Ministry of the Colonies was a location of central colonial politics and at the 

same time contained colonial politics as a matter at the margins of the French 

government and national politics.  



 107 

In order to proceed with this demonstration, this chapter will be divided into two 

parts. The first part will focus on the Ministry of the Colonies’ approach to archives and 

show how little interest and few concrete actions were taken towards archives in the 

colonies until the French colonial empire became the French Union in 1946. By doing so, 

it will reveal that the first concrete attempt at actively approaching French colonial 

archives on the empire scale by the Ministry, paradoxically only happened as the “empire” 

showed signs of weakness and formal colonial rule as it had been known until the 1940s 

came to an end – at least on an administrative level.  

The second part will explore in more detail how the notions of “central” and “local” 

were articulated in the Ministry of the Colonies and the colonised territories and examine 

how one determined the other, as opposed to being absolute immutable jurisdictions of 

a governing body. On the “ground”, the local or central attribute of the colonial authority 

was not an absolute given but a morphing attribute, which did not exist on its own but in 

relation to another entity. In other words, the arbitrary or lawful – and all nuances in 

between – handling of affairs in the colonies did not respond to a pre-existing political 

and administrative framework to which one could refer in order to implement a policy, 

assert rights or resist oppression and coercion. It could however be adjusted and tailored 

by the colonial authorities to reinforce an end: maintaining power. 

 

Multi-centred archives 

As seen in Chapter 2, the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies in 1894 resulted 

in a major disruption, if not the most disruptive moment, for the colonial archives, which 

would only begin to settle down in the late 1940s. This research argues that it was not a 

coincidence: these dates represented major shifts of rule as far as the colonial regime was 
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concerned. In 1894, French colonial rule passed from a military administration to a civilian 

one; the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies marking this change. And 1946 saw the 

transformation of the French empire into the French Union, which arguably consisted in 

the next major reform that the Ministry of the Colonies, and by extension the French 

empire, underwent since the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies.  

This correlation of major shifts confirms that archives organisation and political 

regime are interdependent. Moore, in her study on the origins of the Ecole des Chartes 

and archival science in France, pointed out how shifts in archival arrangement reflect 

shifts of power.5 Potin also demonstrated how the archiving of French state records 

developed and transformed alongside governing techniques and regimes of power in the 

case of the Trésor des chartes in the Medieval Period.6 In the case of French colonial 

archives, and until the late 1940s when the French Union was created, the neglect of 

archives occurred with the shift to civilian rule despite archives being a recurring issue on 

the Ministry of the Colonies agenda.  

This sub-section will show that the neglect of French colonial archives was not just 

the result of a lack of interest in archives or lower priority compared to other matters in 

the Ministry of the Colonies. While archives can indeed, in some cases, receive a lesser 

treatment in some organisations and governing bodies, they are nonetheless governing 

tools and not just cultural heritage. Where there is a need, there is an archive.7 The 

neglect of archives by the Ministry of the Colonies was not just the manifestation of their 

management being a marginal issue, but also that of a struggle in terms of designing a 

                                                             
5 Moore, Restoring Order. The Ecole Des Chartes and the Development of Libraries and Archives in France, 1820-
1870, 64. 
6 Potin, ‘L’Etat et Son Trésor’. 
7 Even in governments where archives are not made a priority, police records or financial records for example 
are usually classified.  
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coherent archival policy. This struggle was subsequent to the fact that, in practice, the 

French empire did not have one clearly identified, constant centre of power. In the French 

empire, delegation of authority from the Ministry to the local Governor General somehow 

“outsourced” central decision-making, rendering some positions on the organisational 

chart of the French colonial governing body de facto dual. The apparent chaos of the 

archives testifies to that duality.   

In order to examine the distribution of power between central and local decision-

making in the French colonial empire, this sub-section will explore the history of the 

Ministry of the Colonies’ policy regarding its archives, both in the Ministry and in the 

colonies, and more specifically the extent to which an all-encompassing approach to 

archives was adopted.  

 

In 1894, the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies was the result of a long process, 

which unfolds in two intertwined parts. First, strategic manoeuvres, within French 

political institutions, of influential personalities who wanted to be free of oversight from 

the Ministry of Navy, triggered the shift. Before that, from 1881-82 until 1894, the central 

administration of the French colonies had been the office of the Undersecretary for the 

Colonies placed under the authority of the latter.8 Secondly, it was the consequence of 

the expansion of the French empire and its administration. With the “second colonial 

empire”, starting in 1830, the growing size of conquered territories to rule called for 

administrative change. The emergence of the new ministry therefore consisted in a 

                                                             
8 Maurice Block, Dictionnaire de l’administration Française (Paris, Nancy: Berger-Levrault et Cie, 1905); Duchêne, 
La Politique Coloniale de La France - Le Ministère Des Colonies Depuis Richelieu; François Burdeau, Histoire de 
l’administration Française Du XVIIIe Au XXe Siècle (Paris: Monchrestien, 1989). 
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‘forced emancipation’9 and a turning point as not only the office of the Undersecretary 

became a ministerial department but the colonial authority shifted from the military to 

civilian domain on that occasion.  

This was a direct reflection of the shift in nature of the colonisation process as well. 

After the “scramble for Africa” and the Conference of Berlin in 1884-85, there were few 

territories left to conquer, and the appropriation of colonised territories was to be 

“secured” from the other European empires, the borders reinforced, and hinterlands and 

populations controlled. It shifted from an extensive dynamic to an intensive one and the 

creation of the Ministry of the Colonies with its civil service was part of this development. 

As for the archives of the Undersecretary for the Colonies in the Ministry of Navy, 

they had benefitted from the archival policy set up as early as 1669 by Colbert, who was 

then the State Secretary for Commerce and Navy. This means that the Ministry of the 

Colonies inherited archives that were classified, listed and bound together in accordance 

with contemporary archival standards.  

In addition, Houllemare has shown that setting up a deposit of colonial public 

records in 1776 consisting of copies of public records collected from the colonies and 

shipped to France, marked the birth of an imperial consciousness.10 This repository can 

indeed be seen as a central archive, with records actively collected, as well as the 

manifestation of a proto-administration of empire – although only partially, as Chapter 4 

will examine in detail. Yet as soon as the Ministry of the Colonies started operating, and 

in contrast with the ambition that the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies marked in 

the French colonial policy, this imperial consciousness did not follow through or develop. 

                                                             
9 Burdeau, Histoire de l’administration Française Du XVIIIe Au XXe Siècle. 
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The lack of a central overall approach to French colonial archives and even of an 

archival policy regarding French colonial archives does not mean that there were not any 

classified archives in the Ministry of the Colonies or the colonies. Although limited in 

number, some offices seemed to organise their archives in a consistent and enduring way 

(more on this in chapter 4). For instance, and if their repertoire is to be believed, the 

Office for Muslim affairs in the Ministry of the Colonies had classified archives.11 Records 

and archive boxes were logged, at least in the course of the 1920s and 1930s – as stated 

before, where there is a need, there is an archive. Where archives were classified, their 

organisation and classification remained the sole initiative of offices on a “case by case” 

basis.  

The absence of French colonial archives does not mean that there was not any 

interest in archives nor any attempts at creating a policy for them per se. Regularly, the 

issue would emerge in the Commission for the Colonial Archives, the Parliament and even 

civil society. The matter of French colonial archives as a whole, appeared on the agenda 

of the Minister of the Colonies for the first time in 1906. A survey was then launched 

enquiring about the archives in the colonies at the request of an extra parliamentary 

commission, supervised by the Ministry for Public Instruction (Ministère de l’Instruction 

publique), which had been set up to assess and reorganise archives in France and locate 

archives related to the 1789 Revolution.12 In addition, in 1907, Louis Puech, a deputy in 

the French Assembly, claimed he had retrieved confidential documents from the archives 

in AOF. He added that this was too common and that many sensitive documents had been 

                                                             
11 ANOM, FM, Affaires politiques, 1AFFPOL, 2986(1), Répertoire des archives du bureau des affaires musulmanes 
du ministère des Colonies. 
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smuggled from the French colonial offices in the colonies all over the empire. This episode 

prompted a series of reactions from some colonial policy-makers and the press. 

In the aftermath of this scandal and the survey, a circular was sent by the Minister 

for the Colonies in October 1907 to all the colonies to warn them once again about 

safeguarding the archives. They were reminded that they were an essential item.13 This 

circular prescribed that the archives offices in the colonies should be under guard at all 

times, ignoring the fact that, at that time, archive offices hardly existed in most of the 

French colonies. It was also oblivious to the fact that there were archives at every level of 

the administration and spread all over the territories, not just in the local governments. 

It was in fact sent as a sort of loose reminder, disregarding the fact that the Ministry of 

the Colonies itself did not have any archival policy in the colonies in the first place. 

Moreover, the circular simply asked local Governors to ‘take action’ but without giving 

any detail with regards to measures or method of control, let alone means.  

All in all, while this initiative did acknowledge the existence of colonial archives as a 

whole, including local archives, and to some extent the interest of the Ministry towards 

them, this interest remained very abstract and mostly focused on historic archives. There 

was little interest, if any, for the administrative and instrumental value of archives. The 

Ministry expressed mostly concern for French patrimoine and memory, but did not 

exercise its role in relation to ruling territories or overseeing the running of affairs in the 

colonies. 

The issue of archives in the colonies emerged again in 1913 as the Comité des 

travaux historiques et scientifiques showed interest in them and reached out to the 

Ministry of the Colonies on 25 January 1913 and again in February 1913, suggesting that 
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it would be worthwhile to create some connections between local archives and 

‘metropolitan archives.’ Their aim was to assess the material available and the feasibility 

of research on the French colonies; like the extra parliamentary commission in 1906, this 

commission was related to the Ministry of Public Instruction.14  

At that time, the Schefer mission for the classification of archives in the Ministry of 

the Colonies had already started (see Chapter 2). Schefer was subsequently asked to 

provide details about these archives. The classification mission was originally planned to 

focus specifically on the archives of the Ministry, Schefer therefore replied that he was 

not in a position to answer this specific enquiry, which was beyond his immediate 

competence but suggested that it was an opportunity to examine archives in the 

colonies.15 A new survey into colonial archives led by the Ministry was therefore 

launched, and the suggestion was made to local governments that sociétés savantes could 

potentially be of help for these archives and their maintenance.16 

The survey, designed by Schefer, consisted of three questions. All concerned 

historic archives and what were called ‘indigenous archives’, that is to say archives 

preceding colonial conquest. The replies Schefer received from the colonies were the 

most detailed and thorough thus far in the history of the Ministry. Some colonies sent full 

informative reports on their archives. With a few exceptions, most reports acknowledged 

that archives were in a critical situation (see Chapter 2). Here again, this overview of local 
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 114 

archives raised concerns in the Ministry of the Colonies but was not followed by concrete 

actions.17  

Aside from people directly involved with archives, alerts on the matter of local 

colonial archives could also sometimes come from other offices in the Ministry of the 

Colonies. For instance, in 1919, a lengthy elaborate report to the Minister by the 

Indochina office shed light on the state of local archives in the colonies and the necessity 

to steward them and keep them safe in order not to repeat past mistakes that led to the 

disappearance of some important records, whether lost or retrieved from the archives.  

Bien que par deux fois au cours des 30 dernières années l’administration centrale 
ait attiré sur [les archives locales] l’attention des gouverneurs, fort peu de mesures 
ont été prises pour assurer leur conservation et leur classement. […] Des documents 
importants, tels que des registres de correspondance, des rapports d’opérations, 
des renseignements sur la politique indigène, des cartes topographiques ont 
disparu ou bien sont enfouis dans des liasses non dépouillées. Cette situation 
apparaît générale si on l’envisage pour une période de longue durée de la vie de 
chaque colonie. Je pourrais citer tel dépôt d’archives qui, ayant été classé à un 
moment donné sous une impulsion vigoureuse, est retombé plus tard à son 
désordre initial.18 

 
A course of action was described at length, emphasizing the necessity to include a 

dedicated course at the Ecole coloniale. Yet these archives were never really cared for in 

practice. 

During the late 1920s-early 1930s, the issue of local colonial archives arose again in 

the Ministry of the Colonies, at the initiative of its High Commission for colonial archives. 

After the dispute with the Ministry of Navy on the split of colonial archives at the end of 

the 19th century (seen in Chapter 2, more on it in Chapter 5), the commission continued 

to meet regularly during the early 1910s, and was supervising Schefer’s classification 

                                                             
17 As will be argued in chapter 5, the French colonial authority seemed to be primarily concerned with controlling 
access to the archives as well as their destruction, i.e. with their political value, and less with managing them for 
administrative use. 
18 ANOM, Service XLVI dossier sans numéro, rapport du 15/01/1919. 
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mission, but was not very active as far as implementing policies and making decisions 

went. Then, World War 1 disrupted the activity of the commission, which became inactive 

without being officially dismissed. It would only be re-activated, with renewed 

membership and a new president and a more technical (as opposed to political) edge than 

previously, in the early 1930s. As seen in Chapter 2, that time saw the reorganisation and 

the start of the stabilisation of the archives office with the appointment of Paul Roussier, 

a trained archivist; the renewed commission was part of it. But this renewed approach to 

archives in the Ministry of the Colonies was not accompanied by an interest in colonial 

archives as a whole; it remained limited to the archives of the Ministry of the Colonies 

only, that is to say that the archive office and the commission’s tasks applied to ministerial 

archives, not colonial archives as a whole.  

Limiting archives-related tasks to the Ministry only was not necessarily the result of 

an explicit intention, rather that of a lack of concrete actions. In 1933, the commission did 

wonder about local archives and asked Roussier to investigate them in a selection of 

colonies, as well as to reach out to the inspection office to enquire about reports on local 

archives from previous inspection tours in the colonies. They also suggested that 

instructions could be given by the Minister to the colonies to organise their archive 

offices, to prospect for archives in local posts (postes) and to transfer important archival 

documents from posts to chefs-lieux19. This enquiry was complemented in 1934 with 

other territories,20 and several missions of inspection on archives were conducted with 

no further outcome.  

                                                             
19 ANOM, Service XLIV, 923, note du 01/08/1933; ANOM, Service I, 67, PV de la séance du 03/04/1933. 
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Even though once again, this initiative did not lead to any concrete action, for the 

first time it focused both on local archives and civil status records, that is to say some of 

the administrative records holding a ruling purpose, rather than historic documents. In 

addition, it is interesting to note that prior to the enquiry, archives had not been inspected 

during inspection missions. It was replied to Roussier that inspectors did not have time to 

address archives during their tours, which is telling regarding the centrality of the 

authority of the Ministry from the perspective of the colonies: archives and records are 

essential items of accountability and activity tracking and are instrumental to monitor the 

daily activity of an office (see chapter 5). One would think that they would be investigated 

during inspection tours in order to report to the central authority.21  

The 1894-1940s period was therefore punctuated with a recurring genuine interest 

for colonial archives – although with a few exceptions, more as historic documents than 

administrative records, sporadic attempts of enquiring about them, and a consistent lack 

of concrete engagement. This interest, however, did not reveal an understanding of 

colonial archives as a whole ensemble in which fonds from diverse territories would be 

complementary or interdependent.  

This started to change in 1946 with the creation of the French Union and the 

transformation of the Ministry of the Colonies into the Ministry of Overseas France 

(Ministère de la France d’Outre-Mer). This reform also marked a turning-point for the 

archives as the “colonial archives” were renamed the “overseas archives” (archives 

d’outre-mer). For the first time in their history, on the initiative of Carlo Laroche, the new 

archivist of the Ministry of the Colonies since 1943, furthering Roussier’s work, a concrete 

and explicit approach towards ‘overseas archives’ as a whole, which included all the 

                                                             
21 ANOM, Service I, 67, PV de la séance du 03/04/1933. 
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colonial archives, had emerged. Laroche was the first to focus his work on the colonial 

archives as an encompassing abstract unit despite their geographic spread. His position 

on the matter was exposed in-depth in the report he wrote to the Minister of the Colonies 

after his mission in AEF, AOF and Cameroon in 1948:  

Les archives des plus humbles postes de brousse ont un prix inestimable et 
constituent les véritables assises d’une histoire complète de notre colonisation. 
C’est dire l’étroite solidarité des archives conservées à Paris et de celles qui sont 
disséminées sur la totalité des territoires d’outre-mer, ou pour mieux dire l’unité 
essentielle de leur contexture. On ne saurait pleinement interpréter les unes sans 
le secours des autres et réciproquement. Les archives coloniales comportent une 
unité qui appelle dans leur gestion une liaison et une coordination.22 

 
Laroche produced many written documents and records and built an ambitious 

case promoting colonial archives. In addition to considering local archives in a way that 

had never been emphasised as such in the past, he stressed the importance of records 

for the colonial governing body and the administrative value of archives alongside their 

patrimonial importance. In his view, leaving the responsibility of record-keeping to 

colonial “research” institutes, as was the case at that time in AOF for instance and as had 

been suggested on some occasions in the past as seen above, meant taking the risk to 

limit the archives to documentation and historic material even though in reality, they 

covered a much larger range of purposes: 

Si l’on admet que la valeur historique des archives ne doit pas faire sous-estimer 
leur intérêt politique, administratif et pratique et que l’archiviste doit étendre sa 
compétence au présent; et interpréter avec discernement les règlements 
concernant la communication des documents d’après les opportunités politiques, 
si l’on ne perd pas de vue, d’autre part, le caractère de domanialité publique des 
documents officiels qui interdit de les aliéner sous quelque forme que ce soit, on 
est conduit à souhaiter l’organisation partout où c’est possible, d’un solide service 
d’archives faisant partie intégrante de l’administration et possédant 
l’autonomie.23  

                                                             
22 ANOM, Service XI, 381, rapport au Ministre mission janvier-février 1948. 
23 ANOM, Service XI, 381, rapport au Ministre mission janvier-février 1948. 
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In other words, in his view, the archives office, in the colonial context at least, had to be 

embedded in the administration to be effective, as opposed to being alienated in a 

research institution that would only focus on archives as historical sources at the expense 

of their political and administrative value. 

A third aspect of his ambitious plan, derived from the assertion of the 

administrative value of archives and their close relationship with governance, was that 

archives were governing tools and as such were items that had to remain under the 

control of the government. In other words, archives were a sovereign object of political 

value, thus the necessity of the autonomy of archive management as Laroche declared in 

the quote above. On the one hand, this call for autonomy concerned the Ministry of 

Overseas France itself, for which he suggested that archives had to be directly under the 

supervision of the Minister –archive management would therefore become a department 

(direction), not an office. On the other hand, this autonomy was to be implemented in the 

colonies as well with the appointment of an archivist in each overseas territory under the 

direct supervision of Haut-Commissariats – as well as a formal local archive department 

(direction des archives) when advisable and feasible. To support this ambitious plan, 

Laroche took Boudet’s realisation in Indochina as the model to follow and to apply in all 

colonies: centralisation of the archive policy and record collection, and autonomy of 

archive management under the direct authority of the head of the territory.  

Laroche was the first in the Ministry of the Colonies to lay down a plan for the 

archives on such a scale, which first encompassed all the territories, secondly proposed a 

restructuring of archives management and suggested a global archive policy, and thirdly 

theorised to some extent colonial archives and what they were.  
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This line of argument of course served an ambitious vision for the archives. It also 

advocated the application of a new single interdepartmental civil service status to 

archivists across ministries as a major national ‘réforme de la fonction publique’ occurred 

under the Fourth Republic.24 In 1946, the reform from the French colonial ‘domain’ into 

the French Union called for a reform of the status and the governance of the Union, and 

it also impacted the status of the civil servants (fonctionnaires) working in the colonial 

administration. Laroche raised concerns for colonial archivists mostly in Indochina and 

AOF where such positions formally existed. Thus far, due to the lack of clarity regarding 

their status in the colonies on that specific issue, they could benefit from continuity of 

service (and could accumulate benefits and experience from their previous 

appointments) within the civil service employment scheme when they went back to 

France. The opposite of this being unable to assert their rights in terms of seniority within 

the civil service. Technically, in Laroche’s proposal, overseas archivists would be on the 

payroll of the Ministry of Overseas France and seconded to the colonies. This was the case 

so that they would be formally employed by the Ministry of Overseas France and be part 

of the national civil service framework, as opposed to being on the payroll of the local 

colonial governments and not included in the metropolitan national civil service 

scheme.25  

Interestingly, the approach of a global colonial archive was therefore first designed 

alongside a colonial civil service employment framework, that is to say as overseas 

territories were thought of globally and the very structure of governance of the French 

Union was being systematised according to a new rationale. In the absence of a history of 

                                                             
24 Luc Rouban, ‘Le Statut Des Fonctionnaires Comme Enjeu Socio-Historique’, Revue Francaise d’administration 
Publique n° 132, no. 4 (2009): 673–87. 
25 ANOM, Service XI, 381, rapport au ministre mission janvier-février 1948; ordre de mission 18/12/1947. 



 120 

the Ministry of the Colonies (and Ministry of Overseas France), little is known about the 

several reforms that the central colonial administration underwent and their impact. 

Laroche’s advocacy for securing the civil service status of overseas archivists, and the way 

it seems to relate to the very implementation of a new structure of governance, suggests 

that such research would be insightful. Meanwhile, in this case, one can only speculate 

that the reform of the Ministry of Overseas France prompted what appeared to Laroche 

as a window of opportunity to promote the competence of archivists trained at the Ecole 

des chartes and consolidate the Ecole des chartes’ alumni network. 

The loi-cadre of 23 June 1956, which marked another turning point in the history of 

the French Union, generalised the civil servant status for overseas territories, including 

archivists, and differentiated state civil service (les services d’Etat) from territorial civil 

service (les services territoriaux).26 However, even though this reform concerned the 

archivists, thus the archives, at that date, the process of transferring some overseas 

archives to France (from Indochina for instance) had already begun. That issue, which 

occurred with decolonisation, took priority over other archive-related tasks, including 

archival management and classification planning. It can be argued that paradoxically the 

first concrete action initiated by the Ministry that engaged with French colonial archives 

as an ensemble and a unit was the decolonisation process. 

Meanwhile, strikingly, as Laroche was elaborating this all-encompassing plan for 

colonial archives starting in 1946, a circular was sent by the Minister in 1947 to all the 

colonies reminding them of the repartition of responsibilities about local archives: on 

paper, the Ministry of Overseas France archives office did not supervise local archives 

                                                             
26 ANOM, FM, Affaires politiques, 1AFFPOL, 2188(12), Fiche pour le ministre. For more on this distinction in the 
national context, see Thomas Frinault, Le Pouvoir Territorialisé En France (Rennes: Presses universitaires de 
Rennes, 2012), 45-60. 
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offices or local archives themselves, and was not hierarchically linked to them but to the 

department of Education. However, Governors and Hauts Commissaires were invited to 

liaise with the Ministry of Overseas France archive office regarding technical aspects of 

archiving because the archivists of the archive office would ‘more efficiently’ follow those 

issues.27 Furthermore, it was mentioned that the technical liaising regarding archival 

matters related to départements d’outre-mer, such as Guyane, had to be made with the 

National Archives directly.28 In other words, the Ministry of Overseas France archive office 

was stewarding ministerial archives, not imperial archives. Yet confusion remained since 

it was acknowledged at the same time that Laroche was in the best position to advise on 

all archival issues in the whole French Union – with the exclusion of former colonies newly 

departmentalised such as Guyane.  

While this showed the first attempt at formally structuring the functioning of 

archives across the French Union by the Ministry, this ambiguity of roles increased as 

Laroche managed to embark on a tour of the colonies to inspect archives. In September 

1946, taking the opportunity of a request from the inspection service asking all the offices 

of the Ministry about their expectations in order to plan the 1946-47 inspection 

programme in the colonies, Laroche raised the issue of the archives and the libraries and 

put it on the agenda of the next round of missions.29 He also suggested that a specific 

mission focusing on archives only should be set up and that he should lead it himself.30 In 

1947, he indeed embarked on a 6-month tour in AOF, AEF and Cameroon.31 Meanwhile, 

                                                             
27 ANOM, Service XLIII, 909, note du 05/05/1947 du ministre de la France d’outre-mer aux hauts-commissaires 
et gouverneurs des colonies sur la liaison technique entre le département et les territoires en ce qui concerne 
les archives et les bibliothèques administratives. 
28 ANOM, Service XLIII, 909, double du courrier du 06/11/1947 au préfet de la Guyane. 
29 ANOM, Service XLIII, 909, note du 16/09/1946 and note du 20/11/1946. 
30 ANOM, Service XLIII, 909, double de la note du 20/11/1946. 
31 ANOM, Service XI, 381, ordre de mission 18/12/1947. 
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a survey (circulaire technique) was sent out across the French Union to enquire about the 

archives.  

 

It is highly interesting that in the course of around 50 years, since 1894, all attempts 

at designing some policy or plan for the archives simply failed. There are several reasons 

for that, and as often is the case, the usual suspects such as budget, lack of expertise or 

circumstances, although playing a role, do not suffice to explain it in a satisfactory 

manner. It is significant that the first noticeable step toward an overall colonial archives 

policy addressing the archives in the colonies became a reality in as late as the 1940s, 

around 50 years after the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies, while the French 

Empire underwent a major governance reform that was, in retrospect, the first crucial 

milestone in a slow process towards decolonisation and later independence of the French 

colonies.32  

It shows that beyond the financial aspect and the occasional lack of competence, 

the absence of an overall archival policy on the scale of the empire, or more exactly of a 

global understanding (for lack of a policy) of the colonial archives by the Ministry of the 

Colonies reflected the absence of a single identified central core to the colonial regime. 

In other words, the central governing body was not central by nature but by aim, and the 

central or local characterisation of the authority could change depending on the territory 

or the affair concerned. Far from being the result of a formal and planned policy or a 

polity, this nevertheless constituted an essential feature which granted the French empire 

a flexibility and shape-shifting capacity, which enabled its endurance and persistence 

                                                             
32 For current academic discussions about the decolonisation process in the French empire, see Ed Naylor, 
France’s Modernising Mission: Citizenship, Welfare and the Ends of Empire (London, UNITED KINGDOM: Palgrave 
Macmillan UK, 2018). 
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despite being challenged, whether by its very own practices clashing with its Republican 

discourse, by other European empires, or the colonised populations themselves.  

This idea of a shifting centre of power, central by aim and not by nature, resonates 

with Saada’s argument that ‘France was an empire “in itself” but not “for itself”’.33 Her 

demonstration points out that in the French case the word “empire” was not mentioned 

in any constitution, and furthermore there did not exist any imperial institution. For 

instance, the Ministry of the Colonies itself was not an imperial administration since it did 

not have jurisdiction over Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia.34 The fact that colonial archives 

were not an imperial archive is yet another illustration of this: 

France (or rather its elite) did not think of itself as an empire, in the usual terms, 
until the late 1930s and even the 1940s. For most of the period, the actors 
responsible for the conquest and administration of the “second French colonial 
empire,” to use the typical formulation, had in mind primarily the bilateral relations 
between France and its colonies, not a unified (albeit heterogeneous) empire. This 
fragmentation is arguably a common feature of all empires but is perhaps more 
pronounced in the French case. It has deep roots in French constitutionalism dating 
back to 1791 – namely, the principle of the “unity and indivisibility of the Republic”, 
and one of its principal consequences was the separation between metropole and 
colonies.35 

 
Furthering her argument, Saada states that the colonies were ruled by a ‘principle 

of exception’ to metropolitan republican legislation and ‘administrative fiats’ rather than 

an imperial rule. In her view, this rule of exceptions marked the division line between the 

metropole, putting forward a universalist ideology, and the colonies, referring to the 

indigénat.36  

                                                             
33 Emmanuelle Saada, ‘The Absent Empire. The Colonies in French Constitutions’, in Endless Empire. Spain’s 
Retreat, Europe’s Eclipse, America’s Decline, ed. Alfred McCoy, Joseph M Frader, and Stephen Jacobson 
(Madison; London: University of Wisconsin Press, 2012), 210. 
34 Saada, ‘The Absent Empire. The Colonies in French Constitutions’, 208-9. 
35 Saada, ‘The Absent Empire. The Colonies in French Constitutions’, 207. 
36 Saada, ‘The Absent Empire. The Colonies in French Constitutions’, 213. The indigénat status defined the legal 
status of colonial subjects. Although referred to as the Code de l’indigénat, it did not constitute a formal unified 
code but comprised a range of rules and legal measures. More on indigénat in Isabelle Merle, ‘De La 
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The examination of the French colonial archives and their making lead to the 

conclusion that this ‘separation between metropole and colonies’ was not necessarily 

strictly geographic, in the sense that institutions dealing with colonial affairs or national 

affairs did not have to be distinct – although they very well could be – but primarily 

administrative in that procedures and regulations – republican or exceptional – could 

differ and did differ depending on the population concerned. This insight therefore 

suggests an inadequacy of the imperial centre vs. periphery model to approach the 

practical operation of French colonial rule, if understood as a binary division. The French 

empire, such as we represent it today, is either a relatively recent construct or a 

representation foreign to the governmental administration. The French colonial 

territories, during the time of empire, were founded on a complex, changing and often 

unstable organisation, as the numerous manipulations to the archival collections can 

attest. The French empire as a fixed and stable category is therefore ineffective as a tool 

for the exploration of the history of French colonisation. 

Burbank and Cooper have shown that the polities of empires took many forms and 

assumed a range of repertoires of power in history ever since the Roman empire and the 

Chinese empire. For example, in the case of Mongolia, the ruling centre could be nomadic. 

Mongol empires managed to subjugate populations to a single authority, which was not 

attached to a single geographic centre37. In the case of French colonies, ruling powers in 

the colonies even extended to Governor Generals who did not “simply” implement French 

policy overseas or liaise with metropolitan institutions, but physically incarnated French 

                                                             
« légalisation » de La Violence En Contexte Colonial. Le Régime de l’indigénat En Question’, Politix 17, no. 66 
(2004): 137–62. 
37 Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, Empires in World History. Power and the Politics of Difference (Princeton; 
Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2010): 93-115; Frederick Cooper, Colonialism in Question (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2005): 160-1. 
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authority. In other words, central power in the colonies was literally embodied in the flesh 

by one person, the Governor General, who was the central authority and not just a 

delegate holding responsibilities related to central power. Subsequently, there was very 

limited separation of powers at his level, since he had full authority:  

[Le gouverneur général ] est le mandataire direct de la république et son autorité 
dans la colonie est exclusive de toute autre. Il est le chef de l’administration. Il 
nomme les fonctionnaires à l’exception de ceux dont la loi réserve la nomination au 
chef de l’Etat (magistrats et fonctionnaires du trésor). Il contrôle les forces militaires 
et en dispose éventuellement. Il peut confier à l’administration militaire certaines 
unités administratives. Enfin il prépare le budget de la colonie et prend les mesures 
nécessaires à son exécution.  
En résumé, le gouverneur général bénéficie d’une autorité éminente et sans 
partage, que seule contrôle la métropole.38 

 
The vectorial operation of central power in the French empire was characterised by 

the intertwining of the metropole and the Governor General who had full power and 

authority, as opposed to a delegation of power from the Ministry to the local Governors. 

This, and the subsequent intricacy of decision-making and accountability in the chain of 

command, was then what characterised the absence of a core unit to the French colonial 

archives and more broadly to the French empire.  

It is therefore not a surprise that, as Saada stresses, the first charter with a formal 

imperial ambition was paradoxically that of the Union française in 1946, and that it 

corresponds to the moment when the Ministry of the Colonies approached its archives as 

a whole for the first time, encompassing both central and local archives.39 

 

                                                             
38 ANOM, FP, 13APOM, 2, ‘Madagascar, Histoire administrative’. 
39 Saada, ‘The Absent Empire. The Colonies in French Constitutions’, 214. 
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Two types of archives 

This was illustrated by one of the most striking elements of the (dis-)organisation of 

the French colonial archives, the use of the terms local and central, which reflected the 

use of those very terms applied to the different hierarchical levels of governing bodies in 

the French empire: the Ministry of the Colonies, Government General and equivalent, and 

all administrative entities below. Throughout the history of the French empire, these 

words could cover different meanings depending on the context in which they were used. 

Although a detail, it was far from being insignificant and actually reflected an empirical 

reality of the (dis-)organisation of the chain of command in the French empire and the 

‘rule of exception’ commonly acknowledged at the core of French colonial rule.40  

In the French colonial archives, the archives of the Ministry of the Colonies were 

denominated as ‘central’ and the archives of the offices and administrative entities 

hierarchically underneath the Government General in the colonised territories were 

‘local’. The archives of the Government General, or equivalent, could be central or local 

depending on the situation. For instance, from the perspective of colonial territories, 

‘central archives’ were those of the Government General while ‘local archives’ were those 

of the provinces, circles and as a general rule of any administration hierarchically situated 

underneath the Government General. From the perspective of mainland France, 

however, ‘central archives’ were those of the Ministry of the Colonies and the ‘local 

archives’ were all the archives in the colonies without distinction: those of the 

Government-General and of the subsidiary offices.  

                                                             
40 William B. Cohen, Rulers of Empire: The French Colonial Service in Africa (Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 
1971); Dimier, Le Gouvernement Des Colonies, Regards Croisés Franco-Britanniques; Merle, ‘De La « légalisation » 
de La Violence En Contexte Colonial. Le Régime de l’indigénat En Question’; Emmanuelle Saada, ‘The Empire of 
Law: Dignity, Prestige, and Domination in the “Colonial Situation”’, French Politics, Culture & Society 20, no. 2 
(2002): 98–120. 
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This lack of precision did not seem to raise concern for formal clarification. In some 

documents, both terms could be used alongside one another to designate the same 

archive. For instance, the Governor General in Indochina replied in 1913 explicitly about 

the ‘local archives’ to the Minister of the Colonies that they were stored in a ‘central 

repository’.41  

This central and local characterisation of Government General archives would only 

be clarified during decolonisation, by necessity, as the archives had to be sorted out into 

two parts: the ones that were to be transferred to France, called sovereignty archives 

(archives de souveraineté), and the ones that were to remain in the newly independent 

states, called administrative archives (archives de gestion). This division was applied in 

most of the colonies with the exception of AOF (see Chapter 2). However, the distinction 

between these two types of archives was not without its challenges. 

On paper, administrative archives were all archives that were needed by the new 

independent governments to run their country. Sovereignty archives were all ‘records of 

people, offices and departments vested by law with the exercise of French sovereignty’,42 

namely Governors and Résidents Généraux, their cabinets and to some extent their direct 

subordinates, to which police archives and other specific sensitive departments were 

added. According to Pierre Boyer43, this division was convenient because some of these 

archives were already more or less gathered geographically and limited in volume.44 

                                                             
41 ANV, V0, 001, lettre du 26/06/1913. 
42 Boyer, ‘Les Archives Rapatriées’, 53. 
43 Pierre Boyer was the archivist of Algeria, then a French department (département), before becoming in charge 
of the Overseas Archives repository (Dépôt des archives d’outre-mer) in Aix in the 1960s. 
44 Boyer, ‘Les Archives Rapatriées’, 52-3. 
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In practice, the notions of sovereignty archives and administrative archives were a 

little loose and subject to interpretation, as stated by Laroche in a draft article, as some 

of the archives had already been transferred from the colonies to France:  

Les archives métropolitaines et les archives locales sont donc étroitement 
complémentaires. Il existe théoriquement, une frange commune aux deux; la 
correspondance entre les autorités locales et ministérielles, en minutes ou en 
original, selon qu’elle est active ou passive. Mais, de part et d’autre de cette zone, 
se groupe toute la correspondance du gouverneur avec ses subordonnés et ses 
correspondants divers, celle du Ministère avec ses conseillers ou les autorités avec 
lesquelles il collabore. On pourrait se demander si elles n’expriment pas 
respectivement l’un des deux versants de l’administration prise dans son acception 
la plus générale, que l’on caractériserait d’un mot, la souveraineté d’une part la 
gestion de l’autre.45  

 
This convoluted argument was meant to support the fact that under the umbrella 

‘sovereignty archives’, metropolitan archives and a part of local archives were 

interdependent, and somehow two sides of the archival fonds of the ‘central authority’.  

Later in the same document, the artificiality of a clear-cut division between 

sovereignty and administrative affairs was acknowledged:  

À bien y réfléchir, il est impossible d’introduire dans le gouvernement d’un pays ou 
d’une colonie une ligne de clivage qui laisserait de part et d’autre, en haut, la pure 
politique, en bas, la pure administration; d’un côté la conception, de l’autre 
l’exécution. Car la politique n’existe qu’à travers l’administration. 
 

Et cependant il est impossible de nier que cette distinction n’ait [sic] une réalité.46 
 
In other words, in Laroche’s view, as arbitrary as the division between sovereignty affairs 

and administrative affairs may have been, the division did exist, and it did not prevent the 

two from being complementary.  

                                                             
45 ANOM, Service LXXVI, 1175, Les archives de l’expansion française d’outre-mer, draft of Laroche, ‘Les Archives 
de l’expansion Française Outre-Mer Conservées En Métropole’. 
46 ANOM, Service LXXVI, 1175, Les archives de l’expansion française d’outre-mer. 
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Finally, this demonstration introduced yet another specificity of the colonial chain 

of command, which was ‘different’: in a world where the rule of thumb for 

decentralisation was that one ‘governs from afar and administers closely’, when the 

‘government is too distant, which is a fundamental characteristic of the colonies, one has 

to get closer to govern’, hence the Governor General invested with higher powers. 

Laroche continues: some of the local archives ‘would have remained, in a non-colonial 

context, “central”’ and they were therefore those of an ‘eccentric central power’.47 

This somehow far-fetched demonstration sounded like a rationalisation of the 

division of power in the French empire and of the role of the Governor General ‘at the 

crossroads of sovereignty and administering’. It also points to the difficulty for 

contemporary archivists to define the boundaries of the central government of the French 

colonies. Nonetheless, it did match, although only partially, an organic reality of the 

colonial archives: the dichotomy in the archives was double, due the fact that the 

Governor General and his office concentrated both central and local powers, as 

demonstrated before. In other words, the administrative continuity of power – and the 

organic unity of what would later be designated as the ‘administrative archives’ – existed 

between the Government General and the local offices, and the political continuity of 

power – and the organic unity of the sovereignty archives – also existed between the 

Ministry and the Government General; both overlapping at the level of the Government 

General.48  

                                                             
47 ANOM, Service LXXVI, 1175, Les archives de l’expansion française d’outre-mer. 
48 In some cases, the Government General could be designated as ‘federal’, in AOF for instance, which was 
arguably a convenient way to distinguish it from “local” and “central” while acknowledging the dual nature of 
the Government General, but it seems that this designation occurred only episodically (ANS, J96, circulaire du 
21/12/1907). I also found an occurrence, used only once to my knowledge but original enough to be noted: the 
designation of the Government General archives as ‘gubernatioral’ (archives gubernationales [sic]). It seems that 
it did not endure either (ANOM, FP, 13APOM, 2, ‘L’administration coloniale’).  
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Overlaps of roles and authority, especially in the political and administrative fields, 

are not uncommon; nevertheless, they are worthy of exploration and questioning. The 

difficulty to articulate the central and local authority in the French empire showed in the 

instability and uncertainty of the organisation of the Ministry of the Colonies. While 

French colonial policy has been widely researched, the history of the Ministry of the 

Colonies itself, for the most part, is still to be explored. A few partial studies exist, 

recounting the history of the office of the State Secretary for the Colonies (secrétariat 

d’Etat aux Colonies) until 1894 and the architectural endeavours of the two buildings in 

which the Ministry of the Colonies was located.49 The Ministry of the Colonies underwent 

several reforms, some of them major, until it found some stability in the 1920s.50 Ménier, 

archivist at the Ministry starting 1945, showed that prior to this date, the Ministry of the 

Colonies underwent several reorganisations as well as criticism:  

Cependant l’organisation de l’administration centrale du Ministère restera toujours 
l’objet de nombreuses critiques, notamment à la tribune de la Chambre des 
députés, lors des votes du budget et, de 1894 à 1919, la répartition des bureaux et 
leurs attributions seront périodiquement remises en question. A la tendance 
voulant que soient réparties les affaires entre les services en tenant compte 
uniquement de leur nature – division technique – s’oppose une conception 
géographique de l’organisation des bureaux.51 

 
This was apparently confirmed by Camille Guy, a colonial Governor, who reported 

recurrent rumours that the Ministry of the Colonies was until around 1920 on the verge 

of being dismantled.52  

                                                             
49 Berge, ‘Le Sous-Secrétariat et Les Sous-Secrétaires d’Etat Aux Colonies – Histoire de l’émancipation de 
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The most “recent” and comprehensive work on the history of the Ministry of the 

Colonies is La Politique de la France coloniale by Albert Duchêne published in 1928 – 

which, in itself, is telling.53 At the time, Albert Duchêne was Director of Political Affairs 

(Directeur des Affaires Politiques) at the Ministry, and his book recounts the history of 

the governing bodies in charge of the French colonies from Richelieu’s ministership to 

date (1928). In addition, it consisted in an attempt to campaign in favour of the transfer 

of the responsibility of Algeria and the Maghrebin protectorates to the Ministry of the 

Colonies, a project that had been in discussion in the early years of the Ministry but was 

never put in motion.  

This book should therefore be considered a source rather than an academic piece. 

Nevertheless, it concurs with other works engaging more generally with the French 

colonial history about the fact that the creation of the Ministry of the Colonies was the 

result of a series of de facto actions from individuals rather than a well-planned process.54 

In short, it was forced against the will of the Ministry of Navy, which at that time 

controlled the office of the State Undersecretary for the Colonies (Sous-Secrétariat d’Etat 

aux Colonies).  

The organisation of the ruling of the French Empire and the implementation of the 

French colonial policy as they were originally designed theoretically were not a 

straightforward process, as many studies have shown.55 One of the issues in order to 

achieve a stable administrative organisation was the struggle between the principle of 
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territories or affairs. In the former, the offices would be organised depending on the 

colony they had in charge (geography); in the latter, it would be according to the type of 

issues they administered (affairs).56  

This hesitation between affairs and geography was a recurring issue. The question 

of the delegation of power from the Ministry to the “local” governments was at stake: 

what was the extent to which the Ministry should/could delegate and keep full control? 

The issue was explicitly raised by the Association des fonctionnaires civils du Ministère 

des Colonies in 1911, in their proposal for the restructuring of the Ministry: 

L’administration centrale des colonies, telle qu’elle est actuellement constituée 
avec ses annexes dans la métropole, ne représente pas un service public organisé 
suivant une règle d’intérêt public: c’est un assemblage confus de petites 
combinaisons bureaucratiques qui toutes portent leur date. […] Mais, dira-t-on, la 
politique coloniale est aujourd’hui décentralisée en faveur des gouvernements 
généraux: le gouvernement colonial ne peut pas se faire à la fois aux colonies et à 
Paris; et c’est aux colonies, et non à Paris qu’il doit se faire. […] C’est parce que le 
Ministère des Colonies, en effet, retournant à ses origines, est devenu de plus en 
plus administratif et de moins en moins politique qu’il est resté décentralisateur’.57 

 
As highlighted by this report, the issue at stake was nothing less than the political vision 

and the ambition of the French government for its empire.  

According to Laroche, with time the archives of the Ministry became less anchored 

in practicalities and more disconnected from the local realities of the colonial project. He 

argued that this was a “natural” development of the expansion of the French colonies and 

saw the greater detachment of the Ministry of the Colonies from local management as 

the result of the development of the French colonies and subsequently their governing 

bodies.58  
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Etienne Taillemite, archivist at the Ministry of Overseas France and having worked 

with Laroche, wrote in 1957, on the eve of the independences, that the archives of the 

Ministry were unique and specific, in the image of the governing body that issued them, 

in the sense that they constituted the archives of a government in miniature. He 

compared the directors and office chiefs to ministers and stressed the difficulty to 

manage the archives, for this very reason and because of the hesitation between an 

organisation by affairs or territory. Laroche also used this comparison while making the 

argument that each colony was a “France in miniature”.59  

This line of argument is interesting, first because it combines the otherwise 

antithetical arguments that the development of the colonial administration was both 

‘natural’ and ‘unremarkable’ as well as unique and worthy of notice. Secondly, it seems 

to be oblivious to the fact that, the ‘mini-government’ was in fact a Ministry, which itself, 

was part of a national government, and was therefore a sort of government within the 

government.  

The archives of the Ministry of the Colonies were the product of a republican state 

administration at the head of a colonial empire. In that respect, the ‘responsibilities’ of 

the Ministry of the Colonies were different from those of other ministries in the French 

government, in the sense that its authority was not directed at the national space but 

overseas, yet it was fully part of the national government.  

This brings back the question of the Ministry of the Colonies’ role and the 

definition of its authority. In a thought-provoking article, Willard Sunderland puts forward 

the hypothesis that the creation of a central governing body dedicated to its colonies, 

based on the model of those of European overseas colonial empires, would have been a 
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possible development to accompany the expansion of Russia, which was colonial in all 

aspects but name until late, had it not been interrupted by the Revolution in 1917.60 This 

“colonial” ministry or office would have been the result of a long process of governance-

building toward an ‘expanded unity [which] included the acceptance of a complicated 

balance of integration and separation between the different territories and peoples of 

the state.’61 In other words, the creation of such a colonial governing body would have 

been as much a response to the need for ruling conquered territories as that of 

distinguishing them from the national core. This resonates with Burbank and Cooper’s 

definition of empire: 

[Nation-state and empire] are incorporative – they insist that people be ruled by 
their institutions – but the nation-state tends to homogenise those inside its border 
and exclude those who do not belong, while the empire reaches outwards and 
draws, usually coercively, peoples whose difference is made explicit under its rule. 
The concept of empire presumes that different peoples within the polity will be 
governed differently.62 

 
Moreover, the close link between nationalism and imperialism in the case of France has 

been explored and shown:  

Unlike in Britain, the empire continued to play an integrative and unifying role in 
France long after the main scrambles were over. In part this can be explained by the 
greater need for unification given the enormity of the task in front of the Third 
Republic in 1870. However, it was also a result of the need to reintegrate territories 
restored to France after the First World War.63 

 
Chafer and Sackur explored this link through the lenses of propaganda and publicity. 

Godin, engaging with local history, has shown the ambiguities and complexity of the 

articulation of ‘regional consciousness’ and ‘colonial consciousness’ in the French Rennes 
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region at the end of the 19th century and beginning of the 20th century.64 The history of 

the colonial archives seems to indicate that the approach to the colonial narrative and 

the representation of the colonies in mainland France could be complemented by the 

administrative history of the French government. The development in France, in the form 

of a Ministry, of a specific administration dedicated to overseas territories, is to be 

understood in the light of a colonial jurisdiction defined by a complicated balance 

between alienating “overseas” territories and incorporating them into a nation-state 

government. In addition, all major jurisdictions of authority on the colonies, such as 

military, diplomatic, and so on, were not in the hands of the Ministry of the Colonies but 

other national ministries. To summarise, the difficulty of defining the centre to the French 

empire, which was reflected in the archives, was linked to defining the boundaries of the 

nation. 

This is all the more striking in light of the history of archives institutions in France, 

which are deeply connected to the building of the state and the nation.65 The history of 

archives in France is intertwined with that of the republic and nation for two reasons. 

First, the establishment of a public service with identification and control techniques of 

the population was an integral part of the development and reinforcement of the 

Republic.66 Second, the possibility of access to fonds, for citizens as well as historians, was 

one of the fundamental principles meant to ensure the transparency of policy. It is in that 
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sense that Vincent Duclert asserted that archives are an ‘indice de démocratie’;67 because 

their history is, in the French case at least, interdependent with that of the Republic.68  

Before the Revolution, archives were the property of the state, that is to say the 

king, and considered confidential and not accessible by principle. In 1789, with the 

storming of the Bastille by the revolutionaries, the archives of the Ancien Régime, where 

they were located, became public and a national property and part of the nation’s 

heritage.69 This constituted ‘la fin du secret d’État caractéristique de l’absolutisme’.70 

Little by little, all archives on the French territory became national.71 Therefore, the 

Revolution can be seen as a major turning point in the history of the French archives with 

regards to the making of democratic rule in France.  

But this turning point was only theoretical, as the effective implementation of this 

principle happened late, for reasons that are both historical and institutional as well as 

material. Henry Courteault, director of the Archives de France from 1929 to 1937, 

identifies a first attempt at setting up standard transfers from ministries to the Archives 

Nationales in 1858, and again in 1897. The two proved to be unsuccessful, although some 

deposits were made, such as that of the Ministry of Navy in 1899.72 

It was only in 1897, under the 3rd Republic, that the Direction des archives de France 

was created as well as a legislation, but without proper means to actually be 
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implemented. It was more than thirty years later, in 1936 with the Front populaire, that 

it would happen, and only after the Second World War that procedures would be applied 

on a regular and systematic basis.73 One of the factors that explains this is the fact that 

the history of archives (as an institution) is related to that of political and administrative 

national institutions: 

A national archives network is built on three principles: the unity of the system of 
state management bodies, the unity of the administrative structure of the territory, 
and the indivisibility of the archives.74 

 
This shows how much of a process the establishment of archives as a democratic national 

institution in Republican France was.  

Therefore, at the end of the nineteenth century, national archives were an object 

in the midst of a reconfiguration, at the crossroads between the absolute power of state 

monarchy and the democratic principles of the republican regime: 

À l’époque des monarchies absolues ou ‘éclairées’, de même que sous la Révolution 
française jacobine ou l’Empire napoléonien centralisateur, les archives ont été 
conçues comme un instrument mis à la disposition du pouvoir. Il faudra attendre 
l’éclosion du Romantisme et la poussée impétueuse des historiens du XIXe siècle 
pour que la situation soit renversée, pour que soit mis fin aux dépôts d’archives 
conçus comme un arsenal d’armes juridiques et politiques, pour qu’ils deviennent 
au contraire des laboratoires de recherche historique, en provoquant, par voie de 
conséquence, la rupture entre les archivistes et les bureaux où s’élaboraient les 
dossiers.75 

 
The process of democratisation of the archives, expected to be public and accessible, took 

time because it consisted of nothing less than redefining the archives themselves 

between raison d’État and democratic principles. The archives were made up of both 
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‘titres actifs usuels’ and ‘titres monuments’, according to a distinction made by Dom 

Germain Poirier and developed by Krysztof Pomian as ‘documents qui servent toujours à 

justifier des droits et ceux qui n’ont de valeur que pour l’histoire’.76 It is for this reason that 

some ministries — mostly the major ones (ministères régaliens) — were exempted from 

depositing to the Archives Nationales, and this exemption appeared as a transitional 

period while an archival legislation was not yet implemented: 

Ces archives publiques de la IIIe République […] traduisent effectivement la 
construction du régime, de sa base sociale et politique, de ses valeurs 
démocratiques et de sa mémoire active. […] Mais les archives publiques de la IIIe 
République traduisent aussi la construction d’un appareil d’État et dévoient en son 
sein de l’existence d’un “pouvoir policier” dérogatoire des libertés républicaines.77 

 
Yet the transition endured until today. Major ministries benefit from a special status that 

waives the transfer of their archives to the Archives nationales.78 This legislation dates 

from 1898 and at that point concerned the ministries of Foreign Affairs, War, Navy, 

Colonies and Finance, which kept their own repositories, while the transfer of archives 

was mandatory for other ministries. However, this did not prevent some of the former 

from nonetheless transferring part of their collections when considered appropriate.79 

But this waiver was and is still motivated by “raison supérieure d’Etat”, which can be seen 

as a legacy of the notion of state secret that was the ruling principle of archives under the 

French Monarchy.80 

Continuities can be found regarding the archives legislation between two political 

regimes, even though the French Revolution constituted a disruption, because the history 
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of archives did not begin with the French Revolution. Making modern democracy and 

citizenship the core of his work, Duclert identified the beginning of the history of French 

archives with the Revolution.81 By doing so, confusion occurred between archives as an 

object and archives as an institution. 

Potin demonstrates how important archives were to the French government and 

power ever since the Middle Ages, and therefore existed as a governing tool before the 

creation and institutionalisation of the National Archives.82 Even though the Revolution 

was a turning point in French archives history, archives were not limited to democratic 

rule and that is of crucial importance in the understanding of the making of the French 

colonial archives. Indeed, it is significant that colonial archives hardly appear in Duclert’s 

work.83 In fact, they hardly appear in the framework of National Archives for the majority 

of their existence. It is only in the 1980s that they would start to be integrated, little by 

little, into the national framework.84 French colonial archives precisely interrogate the 

boundaries of the French Republic and its rule over its colonial empire. Therefore, one 

can question archives from another angle, alongside Milligan in her paper examining the 

creation of the institution of the French National Archives: 

Boundaries of archival access marked the outlying limits of democracy: how much 
and what kind of transparency could the state accept and society demand? If 
criticism of absolutism created the public sphere, the issue of raison d’État did not 
disappear with the monarchy. Setting the boundaries of the modern archives was 
part and parcel of marking the limits of state power in the post-revolutionary 
nation.85 
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The colonial archives, both ministerial archives within a national government and archives 

of a governing body at the head of a colonial empire, question this moment of the 

construction of the French state and the enforcement of colonial domination as well as 

its inherent tensions, violence and discrimination.  

In the late 19th century and early 20th century, while the French State archives were 

indeed redefined by public law and raison d’État, the colonial archives, whose governing 

body was under construction, still bore the ambiguities and weaknesses of a power in the 

process of establishing its authority. Colonial archives were at the crossroads of the 

history of the republic, which implemented democratic principles in a society emerging 

from a long period of political instability, and of the history of a colonial empire in which 

French authority still remained to be asserted and its domination made permanent. The 

French colonial archives inform us about the boundaries, which can be shifting and blurry, 

between democracy, republic and colonial domination. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter posed the question of the central core of the French colonial power 

and more generally the organisation of power in the French colonial empire. First, it has 

demonstrated the strong connection and correlation between archives and governance 

structures that transpired from the organisation of the archives and the structure of their 

fonds. The shifts of rule, and more specifically the major reforms that impacted the 

structures of governance of the French colonial empire, corresponded to the 

restructuring of the archives and archives policy. In that sense, this chapter succeeded in 

demonstrating the importance of archival fonds to the understanding of the structures of 

power and governance. This approach complements the approach to archives as records 
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and sources in a unique and original way, which itself sheds light on the production of 

knowledge. The articulation of these two approaches offers exciting potential to explore 

the relationship of power and narrative in the archives. 

Secondly, this chapter showed that the centre-periphery model was not the most 

accurate to address the structure of power and the chain of command across the French 

colonial empire, if the centre is understood as an immutable and monolithic core with 

clear-cut boundaries between the French national government and the colonial rule. For 

the same reason, the very notion of “metropole” in the case of the French colonial empire 

is arguably subject to debate. It would also be wrong to assume that some sort of 

“schizophrenic” national syndrome prevented the French Republican government from 

facing its contradictions – notwithstanding the fact that denial and contradictions with 

regards to discourses on colonisation in the public sphere compared to the reality of 

colonisation are worthy of exploration.86  

Instead, this chapter and its findings suggest that a distinction must be made 

between the governing of colonised populations and the administration of the French 

citizens. The processes differed. The circuits for continuity of power on the decision-

making level were simply not the same depending on cases, which will be further 

developed in Chapters 4 and 5. For this reason, the unity of colonial archives, not to 

mention the “imperial archive”, proved to be challenging to find in the course of their 

history. 

The colonial archives (from the Ministry and the colonised territories) were only 

addressed as a whole, that is to say as a unit, on the eve of independence of the colonies, 
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which shows the ambiguity of the relationship between the successive French national 

governments and the French colonial empire. One instrumental struggle in that 

perspective was the identification of a central archive, or rather the archives of the central 

governing body of the French empire, which reflected the specificity of its organisation. 

The French colonial empire was characterised, on the one hand, by a central power that 

was vectorial in the sense that it was that of the Ministry of the Colonies but transposed 

onto the Governor General who, paradoxically, incarnated and exercised his authority 

exclusively on a local scale. On the other hand, the Ministry of the Colonies, the central 

governing body, struggled to organise its offices in accordance with the French policy, 

around a geographic or thematic principle. Subsequently, the archives showed a dual 

dichotomy which reflected the organisation of the French colonial power, and changed 

their shape depending on the definition of their core (the Ministry of the Colonies and 

Governments General or the Government General and subsidiary local offices).  

This shifting nature of the “central” power is to be understood in light of the 

boundaries of the French nation at a time when the republic in France was still in the 

process of implementation, with principles of “universalism” at its core. The flexibility 

permitted by the complex organisation of the French colonial authority proved to be, in 

practice, an asset to the permanence and imposition of the French colonial rule. In that 

configuration, the matter at hand made colonial rule, in a manner of speaking, into a 

circulatory process that reinforced itself, instead of providing a fixed framework with 

clear-cut divisions. In addition, it can be suggested that the boundary between the 

Republic and its colonies operated through administrative processes – in other words 

practices – and not just through territory, policies and legislation.   
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Chapter 4.  

The shape of archives, to each their own  

 

 

The line of division between subject hood and citizenship in the French colonies has 

been widely discussed. The extent to which it constituted an anomaly with regards to the 

French Republic and its universalist project has especially been scrutinised. Schnapper 

claims that ‘the colonial project intrinsically contradicts the principles of democratic 

nations.’1 Opposing this view, a range of scholars posit that the emergence of what they 

define as the French Colonial Republic was permitted by the formation of an 

underprivileged class, indigènes subjects – thus enabling its privileged counterpart, 

French citizens. Although labelled as an exception to the universalist ideology upon which 

was built the post-Revolutionary French Republic, it nevertheless reinforced it.2 In that 

sense, the French colonial project was embedded in the Republican ideology.3 

While opposing on the degree of connection between colonial subject hood and the 

making of the French Republic, both these views address the first as an exception to the 

latter. The French colonial rule is acknowledged to have been built upon a series of 

improvised measures rather than a formal coherent system that could hold itself. Its 

numerous inconsistencies and discrepancies have been highlighted. Yet, attempts have 

                                                             
1 Dominique Schnapper, La Communauté Des Citoyens (Paris: Gallimard, 1994): 152. 
2 Dino Costantini, Mission Civilisatrice. Le Rôle de l’histoire Coloniale Dans La Construction de l’identité Politique 
Française, La Découverte (Paris: 2008, n.d.): 67-70. 
3 Nicolas Bancel, Pascal Blanchard, and Françoise Vergès, La République Coloniale. Essai Sur Une Utopie (Paris: 
Albin Michel, 2003). 



 144 

been made at theorising it and uncovering the puzzling rationale that would provide the 

key to unlock the process which allowed it to endure on the longue durée despite it.  

For instance, alongside the French Colonial Republic, Mamdani proposes 

‘decentralised despotism’ as a key of interpretation of the colonial state and its repertoire 

of power, especially towards the African elite.4 Steinmetz also argues in favour of 

considering the colonies as colonial states.5 In addition, specific aspects of the French 

colonial policy have been dissected, such as indigénat status, the legal system, the 

civilising mission, the association vs assimilation policy, the promotion of the colonies and 

the colonial lobby. Some of those compelling works provide insightful studies of key 

elements of the French colonial rule. Yet, the way these elements were articulated and 

intertwined by the Ministry of the Colonies in practice and how they formed a global 

colonial policy is yet to be uncovered. Few works have engaged with the French imperial 

rule on a global scale.  

Imperial studies or colonial studies, let alone postcolonial studies or subaltern 

studies, have not developed in France as formal disciplinary fields as they have in Great 

Britain.6 The study of French colonisation emerged rather late in France, although with 

some noticeable exceptions.7 Therefore, the history of colonisation has mostly been 

explored in area studies (aires culturelles) and within the nation-state scope, which may 
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explain the absence of monographs on the history of the Ministry of the Colonies and 

more generally, of the colonial governing body as a whole.8  

Burton calls for an ‘imperial turn’ to better understand contemporary societies, 

notwithstanding the importance of nation.9 Cooper and Stoler also stress the importance 

of focusing on empire.10 More precisely, Cooper has shown the difficulty of articulating 

nation-state and empire within the ‘colonial situation’ framework called for by Balandier 

in 1951.11  

This is not to say that insights from recent studies challenging the fields of imperial 

studies and colonial studies are to be ignored - far from it. They engage with a different 

scope to nation-state while they critically challenge the ‘position of the observer’ of 

imperial and colonial studies.12 In that perspective, Burbank and Cooper have 

convincingly engaged in a history of empires on an international scale.13 Global history as 

well as connected history have also paved the way to shifting the historical lenses and to 

providing other viewpoints. For instance, Bertrand considers the colonisation within a 

framework of imperial hegemony which started before the formal colonisation through 

encounters between Europeans and Southeast Asia.14  

The renewal of colonial historiography on a global scale highlights the absence of 

the history of the French Ministry of the Colonies. Yet, it could shed a pertinent light on 

                                                             
8 Recently, some studies have emerged in the fields of global history (Romain Bertrand) and connected history 
(Klein), which both provide a large-scale approach to the history of French colonisation, although not related to 
the Ministry of the Colonies. 
9 Antoinette Burton, After the Imperial Turn (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003): 1-16. 
10 Frederick Cooper and Ann Laura Stoler, eds., Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1997): 21-2. 
11 Cooper, Colonialism in Question; Georges Balandier, ‘La Situation Coloniale: Approche Théorique’, Cahiers 
Internationaux de Sociologie 110, no. 1 (2001): 9–29. 
12 Cooper, Colonialism in Question, 54. 
13 Burbank and Cooper, Empires in World History. Power and the Politics of Difference. 
14 Romain Bertrand, ‘Les sciences sociales et le “moment colonial”’: de la problématique de la domination 
coloniale à celle de l’hégémonie impériale [on line]’, Questions de recherche, no. 18 (2006). 
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our understanding of the colonial chain of command and the repartition of power 

between central and local authorities within the French colonial empire. The organisation 

of the French colonial system has often been described as centralisateur or direct, as 

opposed to the British indirect rule. Dimier shows that this opposition finds its roots in a 

rivalry between France and Great Britain, which revolved around the designing of the field 

of colonial management. Beyond the contemporary controversy, the actual difference 

between the two models was more ambiguous and nuanced than what was displayed by 

officials.15 This testifies to the importance of a critical examination of the actual 

implementation of the global French colonial policy beyond theory, discourses and 

speeches. Mapping out the colonial archives provides an empirical window to this issue, 

for centralisation in a bureaucratic governing body means paperwork means archives. 

Chapter 3 showed the multifaceted nature of the central governing body under 

French colonial rule and focused on the centralisation of the decision-making process, 

which, depending on the perspective, could be at the level of the Ministry of the Colonies 

or the local Government General. It manifested in the archives with a core unity of the 

archival fonds that could link the Ministry with the Government General or the 

Government General and the local offices. More broadly, it showed the absence of a 

central global policy regarding the management of colonial archives, at least until the 

reform of 1946.  

The absence of archival policy testifies to a struggle to stabilise the French colonial 

administrative organisation in coordination with the French colonial policy. The Ministry 

of the Colonies struggled to balance an organisation revolving around affairs or geography 

and also struggled with its position as a national ministry overseeing overseas colonies. It 

                                                             
15 Dimier, Le Gouvernement Des Colonies, Regards Croisés Franco-Britanniques..  
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is a direct reflection of what Olivier de Sardan describes, although concerning more recent 

governing bodies, as ‘the gap between the formal organisation chart and the actual 

organisation chart‘.16 This gap was reflected in the colonial archives. Indeed, as stated by 

Alfred Martineau in a report in 1919 about the Ministry’s archives:  

Un service d’archives et de bibliothèque n’est pas, comme on le croit parfois, un 
cimetière de manuscrits et d’imprimés visité seulement par des érudits et des 
curieux. C’est au contraire un lieu de grande activité et le but essentiel de cette 
activité est de fournir aux bureaux de l’administration dont relève le dépôt la 
documentation nécessaire et indispensable à la bonne marche des travaux.17 

The way archives and records were used affected their shape, for before becoming 

sources of history, they were working tools in the hands of administrators and policy-

makers. This is all the more true for colonial archives because colonial archive offices were 

embedded in the colonial administration, as opposed to the National Archives which, as 

an institution, benefitted from a relative albeit limited autonomy from the national 

government. The collation of empirical measures and ad hoc decisions which constituted 

the colonial rule and the extent to which decentralisation occurred in practice transpired 

in the way archives resulted. Indeed, ‘l’administration n’est pas une science exacte’,18 it 

finds its own balance based on empirical practice and adjustments. 

This chapter will therefore further explore the intricacies of the colonial archives 

and show that the absence of a global policy did not result in the total absence of archives. 

For instance, Indochina developed an effective and highly detailed management of its 

archives across its territories. In the Ministry and AOF some offices organised and 

classified their archives despite the absence of official standard guidelines. Chapter 4 will 

                                                             
16 Olivier de Sardan, ‘Etat, Bureaucratie et Gouvernance En Afrique de l’Ouest Francophone’, 149. 
17 Quoted in Isabelle Dion, ‘Les Archives Coloniales. L’héritage Du Centre Des Archives d’outre-Mer’, Histoire et 
Archives 13 (2003): 101. Alfred Martineau was a chartiste and Director at the Ministry of the Colonies starting 
1896 before being appointed as a Governor in several colonies.  
18 Citation from Jacques Dion, former archivist at ANOM during a conversation.  
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investigate archives that did exist, although not in a top-down standard uniform rationale: 

why were there “clusters” of archives and what was their purpose?  

It will show, first, that the common denominator of the offices that held ordered 

archives was imperative to collect and gather information and documentation in order to 

proceed with work. In contrast, many offices did not show signs of that need – or at least 

it was not a necessity – in order to accomplish their tasks, which resulted in the absence 

of classified archives.  

The presence of voluminous or distinctive ensembles of ordered or classified 

records and archival documents thus highlights the offices for which exercise of power as 

it was put to use, beyond official discourses and narratives, relied on archives, and in this 

case on gathering of information. Therefore, the second argument of this chapter, 

subsequent to the first, will be that some of those ensembles. The information they 

contained could be used to administer citizens or monitor and exercise surveillance over 

social groups and individuals.  Distinct archives testified to distinct administrative 

rationales and activities.  

This distinction was part of, enabled and supported what Memmi identifies as 

‘privileges’ around which the colonial system was built.19 On the one hand, French citizens 

in the colonies benefitted from the rule of law. Records and archives in relation to them 

show order and administrative continuity between the national government and the 

Government General. On the other hand, colonised populations responded to arbitrary 

rule. It manifested in the form of archives shaped for surveillance or in the form of chaotic 

or absent archives that testified to the disruption with the national rule of law.  

                                                             
19 Albert Memmi, L’homme Dominé (Paris: Gallimard, 1968); Albert Memmi, Portrait Du Colonisé. Portrait Du 
Colonisateur (Paris: Gallimard, 1985). 
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The examination of archives, and more precisely, of the way they were used and 

shaped therefore informs the question of the colonial rule as an anomaly with regards to 

the Republican rule of law. It shows that the improvised ad hoc nature of the French 

colonial rule directed at colonised populations was part of the colonial system. Arbitrary 

decisions and rule of exception can be a powerful tool for administrative coercion. It is 

argued here that the anomaly in which it consisted with regards to the French Republic 

was constitutive of the colonial dynamic of power based on discrimination and to be taken 

for what it was, at face value. This was not incompatible with some initiatives trying to 

inject some sense into the chaos, nor does it dismiss some elements concurring with the 

theory of the colonies as a laboratory for modernity, but these merely added to the 

confusion and the lack of coherence of the French colonial policy on the whole.  

In the first part this chapter will recount the making and development of a specific 

and unique colonial public record collection called the Dépôt des papiers publics des 

colonies (DPPC; Colonial Public Records Depository). It will be argued that this repository, 

holding public records related to European citizens in the colonies, occupied much of the 

time and labour of the archive office in the Ministry of the Colonies, which contributed to 

side-tracking its original core task: the stewardship of archives. While it cannot be 

stressed enough that this result was not planned or willingly put in motion by decision-

makers or a policy, the fact that the DPPC consistently took priority over archives 

throughout the history of the Ministry of the Colonies and of the archive office is notable. 

It points to an empirical necessity to access records related to French citizens 

(“Europeans”) in the colonies while access to records related to the running of the 

colonies was secondary.  
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In the second part, this chapter will engage with the centralisation of records and 

documentation for exercising control and surveillance and maintaining power through 

access to information. Thomas has shown how state bureaucracy can be seen as a system 

that rationalises collecting information, categorising it, and he has explored the activity 

of French offices for indigènes affairs in the Arab world.20 Keller has explored the variety 

of methods used in AOF in order to monitor people designated as suspects and profile 

them and how a ‘culture of suspicion’ emerged in the aftermath of World War 1.21 These 

works have brilliantly examined the way information was used to monitor populations 

and exercise surveillance but also how intelligence, in the French colonies, was not limited 

to the surveillance of targeted social groups and had to be understood in a broader sense. 

Collecting information and the constitution of archives thus evidently played an essential 

role in that perspective in the French colonial context, as demonstrated by Dramé.22  

The case of the Department for Archives and Libraries in Indochina (DABI) is 

particularly enlightening in that sense. Its development shows the blurry line, in the 

French colonial context, between culture, education and intelligence. In a highly politically 

charged context, with the Vietnamese resistance to the colonial power spreading as early 

as the 1920s, with a major literate and educational component to it, the local French 

government designed a propaganda policy based, amongst other measures, on the 

promotion of pro-France education and the sponsorship of books and leaflets in 

Vietnamese (Quôc-ngu) serving French propaganda. It will be argued that, within this 

                                                             
20 Martin Thomas, Empires of Intelligence: Security Services and Colonial Disorder after 1914 (Berkeley, CA: 
University of California Press, 2008): 19. 
21 Kathleen Keller, Colonial Suspects: Suspicion, Imperial Rule, and Colonial Society in Interwar French West Africa 
(Lincoln, London: University of Nebraska Press, 2018): 4. 
22 Dramé, ‘La Direction Des Affaires Politiques et Administratives (DAPA): Histoire d’une Institution Du 
Gouvernement Colonial Français En Afrique de l’Ouest (1846-1957)’. 
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specific background, the DABI, responsible not only for archives but public libraries as well 

as legal deposit starting from the 1920s, cannot be regarded merely as a cultural 

institution providing documentation and contributing to education – although that was 

partly the case -, but as part of the French repertoire of power to assert and maintain its 

authority in Indochina while it was being challenged and resisted against.  

In complement, a short section will address the importance of records and archives 

for surveillance and intelligence activities in AOF and in the Ministry. Some offices in 

charge of such tasks kept organised records and documentation at hand, because they 

were regularly used. They were therefore classified, whether through a classification or 

filing system – as stated before, when there is a need, there is an archive. While it was 

evidently not feasible to explore the history of the archives of all these offices because of 

their number and of their scattered nature, it is worth to rapidly mention some of them 

because they offer a striking contrast to the otherwise general observation that there 

were not any central archives and archives policy in AOF and the Ministry of the Colonies. 

Finally, the fourth part will address the way archives were formed depending on 

their use and purpose. Before becoming historical sources, archives were constituted for 

administrative use. This impacted their shape, which testifies to a different rationale 

depending on the affairs at hand. 

 

Ensuring administrative continuity between mainland France and the 

colonies  

The Dépôt des papiers publics des colonies (DPPC) in the Ministry of the Colonies 

consisted in a collection of copies of public records and official documentation on French 

citizens in the colonies, which was kept in the Ministry and managed by the archive office. 
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It was the most consistent and organised item managed by the archive office in the course 

of its history, and surprisingly so, when compared to the rest of the colonial archives 

which were left uncared for. 

The DPPC was officially created in 1776 but found its origins in 1765, with events 

that took place in the French colonies of North America. Its history has been recounted 

by Taillemite, Roussier and Dion and Tizon-Germe23. During their escape from the English 

army, the inhabitants of the colonies of Nouvelle France salvaged numerous official and 

juridical records, which were first brought in La Rochelle and then in Rochefort in France. 

Initially created in response to an emergency situation, the DPPC was officially and 

formally instituted in 1776 and its missions broadened by edict of the king and fell under 

the responsibility of the archive office of the Ministry. These records were never 

incorporated to the colonial archives and remained an independent ensemble of records, 

alongside the colonial archives.  

The purpose of the DPPC was to preserve and protect the notarial and public 

records from the French colonies, organised in series (état civil, cadastre, registres 

paroissiaux, minutes de notaires, greffes des tribunaux etc.). It is the only case for which 

local records were duplicated and a copy sent to France. Because it was made up of copies 

specifically created for the sole purpose of preservation and not original unique 

documents issued to run administrative tasks, whether the DPPC is formally an archival 

fonds is subject to debate – a nuance that is not crucial to this research.24 In all cases, 

                                                             
23 Kathleen Keller, Colonial Suspects: Suspicion, Imperial Rule, and Colonial Society in Interwar French West Africa 
(Lincoln, London: University of Nebraska Press, 2018); Paul Roussier, ‘Le Dépôt Des Papiers Publics Des Colonies’, 
Revue d’histoire Moderne 4, no. 22 (1929): 241–62; Paul Roussier, ‘Les Origines Du Dépôt Des Papiers Publics Des 
Colonies - Le Dépôt de Rochefort (1763-1790)’, Revue de l’histoire Des Colonies Françaises, 1925, 21–50; Dion 
and Tizon-Germe, ‘Introduction’. 
24 In the course of its history it was never characterised as an archive by the agents involved in its making and 
running even though it was under the responsibility of the archive office for most of its existence. 
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although managed under the same office, the DPPC and the colonial archives were always 

very distinct for contemporary persons concerned with it, and not to be confused.25  

 

The DPPC’s activity drastically increased as the French colonial empire expanded 

With the expansion of the colonisation, the DPPC was chronically overwhelmed and 

challenged. It absorbed most of the archive office efforts in the course of its history with 

an exponential increase in terms of activity. For the sole civil status registry, in 1912, 500 

to 600 copies of records were declared to have been issued and delivered. In 1925, the 

civil status series consisted in 7 000 registers and around the same number for the 

notarial minutes (minutes notariales) series.26 The growth of the civil status records 

followed an exponential course: 5 300 in 1944, 17 216 in 1950 and 23 794 in 1956.27 In 

parallel, the delivering of other copies of DPPC records, although being a regular task, was 

more limited. For instance, in 1912, 5 to 6 records were delivered from the other series 

of the DPPC.28  

The DPPC occasionally faced delays and discontinuities as far as the tasks related to 

it went. In 1940, an estimated 100 000 ‘mentions’ (record updates such as marriage, 

divorce, death and such) were reported on hold to be integrated into the individual 

records despite five civil servants being allocated solely to the DPPC: Mrs. Riche, 

Montfort, Godon, Dubouil and Villebichot, which did not suffice.29 Nevertheless, the DPPC 

                                                             
25 ANOM, Service XLVI, dossier sans référence, Rapport au ministre sur l’état des archives du ministère 1912, dit 
rapport Schefer. 
26 ANOM, Service I, 60, rapport de M. de Monzie au Sénat au nom de la commission des finances en charge de 
l’examen du projet de loi portant fixation du budget 1925, p. 4. 
27 ANOM, Service 1, 22, note de préparation du décret portant la réforme du DPPC, 21/04/1921; ANOM, Service 
XXXVII, 804, annexe à la note du 13/03/1957. 
28 ANOM, Service I, 25, réponse du ministre des colonies à M. Lefas, député, au sujet de la suppression du dépôt 
en double des actes judiciaires dressés dans les colonies, 05/06/1912. 
29 ANOM, Service IX, 362, lettre au directeur du personnel et de la comptabilité concernant le fonctionnement 
du service de l’état civil, 21/01/1940. 
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was in many ways operating as a central office for the French empire in the sense that it 

not only collected information from a range of local offices (courts, notary offices, etc.) in 

one place, it also followed up and ensured, by decree, that the transfers of these records 

from the colonies were actually achieved, making it an official policy30 - in comparison, 

the circulars and recommendations from the Ministry regarding the archives were not 

ordered by decree, limiting the effectiveness of the recommendations.  

Actual follow-up notes and circulars were sent, when needed, to the colonies by the 

Ministry of the Colonies when an anomaly was detected in the transfer of the DPPC 

records, with strict and precise instructions as to how to proceed:  

J’ai donc l’honneur de vous rappeler que les transmissions de chaque année doivent 
être faites dans les huit premiers mois au plus tard de l’année suivante. Les actes 
de 1899 et 1900 doivent être expédiés dès maintenant à l’administration centrale 
et ceux de 1901 devront lui être adressés avant la fin du mois de septembre 
prochain.31 

In 1910 and on several occasions, reminders were sent again to the local offices to send 

their DPPC records to mainland France.32 

 

The 1912 reform of the DPPC highlights the importance of civil status registries for 

administrative continuity 

The DPPC operated during the whole existence of the Ministry of the Colonies, and 

underwent a major reform in 1912 in order to help resolve the chronic excess of work it 

                                                             
30 ANOM, Service XLIV, 924, rapport d’inspection 1934-1935, état civil. 
31 ANV, V1, 74173, lettre du ministre des colonies aux gouverneurs généraux, gouverneurs des colonies, au 
commissaire général du gouvernement du Congo français, 24/06/1902.   
32 ANS, J96, Circulaire du ministre des colonies aux gouverneurs généraux et gouverneurs des colonies au sujet 
des retards apportés par les administrations locales à l’envoi des papiers publics aux archives du département, 
03/08/1910; ANOM, INDO, GGI, 15194, accusés de réception de la circulaire: trois courriers du 28/08/1902, deux 
courriers du 30/08/1902, un courrier du 05/09/1902, un courrier du 11/09/1902; ANOM, INDO, GGI, 15198, 
Lettre du gouvernement général au gouverneur de Cochinchine au sujet de registres non parvenus au ministère, 
05/10/1909; et al. 
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involved: from then on, only civil status records (état civil) would be collected in France, 

all other documents would remain in the colonies.33 But the expansion of the 

colonisation, and its increasing population as well as paperwork, did not stop civil status 

from overwhelming the archives office.  

One of the arguments raised to support a reform of the DPPC was the evolution of 

technology and the fact that maritime transportation was, in 1912, safer and faster than 

it was at the time of the creation of the DPPC. But working notes on the designing of the 

reform argued that in practice only the civil status registry was still of use to the Ministry; 

although some members of Parliament were not supportive of discontinuing the other 

series of the DPPC and called it ‘anti-colonial’:34 

Il est important qu’une voix bien autorisée, pour parer à de graves conséquences 
s’élève dès maintenant pour protester contre une telle décision, en montre tous les 
périls et en demande la suspension immédiate ou le rejet définitif, sinon pour la 
métropole, du moins pour et dans l’intérêt même des vieilles colonies, notamment 
la Guadeloupe. C’est une mesure anticoloniale sous quelque côté qu’on 
l’envisage.35 

Even though the DPPC did not contain administrative records per se but copies of records, 

the fact that copies had to be kept in France testifies to a continuity between the French 

regime and those citizens. On the contrary, colonised populations, and in reality non-

white populations in the colonies, were not concerned by the DPPC. Moreover, it shows 

                                                             
33 ANOM, INDO, GGI, 15199, courrier du ministre des colonies au gouverneur général d’Indochine au sujet de la 
création éventuelle de dépôts de sûreté pour la conservation des papiers publics des colonies, 26/11/1912. 
34 ANOM, Service I, 23, rapport su ministre des colonies au président de la République française concernant le 
décret portant réforme du DPPC, 21/04/1912; ANOM, Service II, 69, courrier du service du secrétariat et 
contreseing du ministère des colonies à M. Delace, député, au sujet du rétablissement du dépôt des doubles-
minutes des actes notariés, greffes et hypothèques, 06/03/1914 et article de journal ‘La conservation des 
documents judicaires’, de A. Glaude, clerc de notaire (date and publication unknown); ANOM, INDO, GGI, 15199, 
courrier du ministre des colonies au gouverneur général d’Indochine au sujet de la création éventuelle de dépôts 
de sûreté pour la conservation des papiers publics des colonies, 26/11/1912; ANOM, Service 1, 22, note de 
préparation du décret portant la réforme du DPPC, 21/04/1921. 
35 ANOM, Service II, 69, article de journal ‘La conservation des documents judicaires’, de A. Glaude, clerc de 
notaire (date and publication unknown). 
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that the administration of the latter by the French government did not necessitate 

organised and classified documents in mainland France, or at least not public records, as 

will be developed later. Noiriel stresses the importance of civil status registries for citizens 

in a democracy. It guarantees their official existence. In that perspective, bureaucracy is 

instrumental and becomes more present in daily life to monitor, record and follow 

citizens’ identity.36 

In a 1912 note preparing the reform, the importance of civil status registry was 

stressed with regards to citizens: ‘le dépôt [a] encore une utilité très reelle. Il permet, en 

effet, à l’administration de se procurer sur l’heure les renseignements d’état civil qui lui 

sont nécessaires concernant les personnes nées dans les colonies et dont elle est appelée 

soit à liquider la pension soit à assurer le rapatriement.’37 This excerpt shows that having 

the civil status available within reach inside the Ministry of the Colonies was an asset both 

in terms of information as well as the efficient use of time.38  

Access to civil status registry also had an interest for the citizens themselves:  

Ces actes, dont la production est nécessaire pour contracter un engagement 
militaire, pour obtenir des pensions, des secours, des bureaux de tabac, pour se 
marier, pour prendre une inscription dans les écoles du gouvernement, pour se 
placer et, depuis la nouvelle loi, pour avoir droit aux retraites ouvrières ou 
paysannes, ne parviendraient, en effet, aux intéressés qu’après de longs délais, s’ils 
devaient les faire venir des colonies.39  

 

                                                             
36 Noiriel, Etat, Nation et Immigration. Vers Une Histoire Du Pouvoir, 134.  
37 ANOM, Service 1, 22, note de préparation du décret portant la réforme du DPPC, 21/04/1921.  
38 The payment of military pensions to soldiers from the colonies, and especially tirailleurs sénégalais in WW2, is 
still an on-going issue today. The reliability of official records related to pensions as well as the Thiaroye massacre 
are key in academic and political discussions, see Martin Mourre, ‘De Thiaroye on Aperçoit l’île de Gorée : 
Histoire, Anthropologie et Mémoire d’un Massacre Colonial Au Sénégal’ (These de doctorat, Paris, EHESS, 2014): 
109-30. 
39 ANOM, Service I, 23, rapport su ministre des colonies au président de la République française concernant le 
décret portant réforme du DPPC, 21/04/1912. 
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The request made by Gabrielle Lahuppe in 1914 illustrates this. She requested the service 

record of her father, who was a magistrate in Réunion where he died, his birth certificate 

(in Réunion as well) and her own birth certificate from Réunion. We can assume that she 

since had moved to mainland France and that these documents were necessary for her 

to comply to an administrative process.40 Such requests were made regularly, and on a 

daily basis if the archive office is to be believed, as the number of records copied delivered 

in a year seem to show.  What was at stake in having colonial public records within reach 

in the Ministry of the Colonies was continuity of administration and public service for 

French citizens, between the colonies and mainland France.  

Alongside the DPPC, such requests also concerned colonial archives. For example, a 

note dated 20 November 1913 (written by the Schefer mission in all likeliness) responded 

to the office of personnel, following a previous request they had sent, that the personal 

file of Dr Rançon, who died in Indochina in 1894, could not be located in the archives. The 

note added, in a dry tone, that it could not have been there because the last transfer from 

the office of personnel to the archive office occurred in 1897.41 Rançon’s personal file was 

not located, but the archive office was nevertheless able to gather information about him 

in the archival records, in particular his entering the colonial medical corps (corps de santé 

des colonies). In addition, the note suggested that Rançon’s death certificate could likely 

be found in the DPPC.42 In this example, the DPPC and the archives appeared to be both 

as important for administering French citizens from the colonies, and to some extent 

complementary. It is therefore all the more puzzling that the DPPC consistently took 

                                                             
40 ANOM, Service CIII, 1429, bordereau des pièces adressées au sous-directeur du service du secrétariat et 
contreseing, arhcives,30/06/1914. 
41 ANOM, Service CIII, 1429, note pour le service du personnel, 20/11/1913. 
42 ANOM, Service CIII, 1429, note pour le service du personnel, 20/11/1913. 
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priority over colonial archives – notwithstanding the 1913 Schefer classification mission 

attempt.  

The importance of having public records within reach in one place showed again in 

the post-war context, when in 1952-53, the archive office noticed that civil status records 

from Indochina were missing from the DPPC, and that many local offices in the 

Indochinese provinces had not transferred their public records since 1945. The French 

Commissariat (successor of General Government after the French Union reform) in 

Indochina replied that the registries for 1945 and 1946 in Quang Binh province had been 

destroyed, those of Binh Thuan had likely burned during the fire at the Higher Resident's 

office that had occurred in January 1946, and others were simply missing or their location 

yet to be investigated.43  

Interestingly, the issue of administrative continuity for the French citizens went 

both ways. In 1953, a letter from the French Haut Commissaire in Cambodia warned that 

because the judicial competence had been transferred to the Cambodian government, 

the local French administration was no longer able to authenticate copies of some public 

records made in order to collate a part of the civil status registry. From then on, they had 

to rely on an institution in mainland France to proceed to this authentication and were 

enquiring about which one would be the best suited to do so.44 While the collation of the 

registry is secondary to the history of colonial archives, it nevertheless shows how crucial 

the civil status was for the continuity of service between France and its local offices. 

                                                             
43 ANOM, Service XXXIV, 786, courrier du général commissaire au Centre Vietnam au ministre des relations avec 
les Etats associés concernant les registres d’état civil manquants au dépôt des papiers publics, 02/03/1953. 
44 ANOM, Service XXXIV, 786, courrier du haut commissaire de la république au Cambodge au secrétaire d’Etat à 
la présidence du conseil chargé des relations avec les Etats associés au sujet de la reconstitution des registres 
d’état civil disparus,  10/11/1953 et al.  
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Recurring elements in the sources consistently point to the fact that the French 

governments, local and central, could simply not afford to do without it. 

 

The DPPC draws the line between citizens and indigènes 

Another reason for keeping a tight track of civil status appears in the sources I have 

encountered, although not as explicitly, and was related to the politics of race in the 

French empire. A few documents hint at it. For instance, on the occasion of the 

preparation of the 1912 reform of the DPPC, ulterior motives for the creation of the DPPC 

in 1776, despite official discourses related to administering French citizens rights and 

ensuring the safety of public records, were highlighted:  

Il n’est pas douteux qu’en dehors de ces motifs exposés par les auteurs de l’édit, 
d’autres raisons dont ils n’ont pas fait mention, militaient en faveur de la création 
du dépôt: […] L’État civil exact des individus nés aux colonies, et dont un certain 
nombre, nés d’un père notable et d’un indigène s’attribuaient indûment la qualité 
de gentils hommes.45  

 

In this instance ‘gentils hommes’ meant white, and this quote suggests that, in addition 

to its administrative purpose, the DPPC also proved useful to monitor access to the 

national territory of persons of colour, in this instance, mixed race persons, and to prevent 

a potential concealment of their race. The fact that this argument reoccurred in 1912, on 

the occasion of the reform, is not a coincidence: it served as an argument in support for 

maintaining the civil status registry series despite discontinuing the rest of the series of 

the DPPC. 

The importance of the DPPC seems to be confirmed by the fact that Paul Roussier, 

the Ministry of the Colonies archivist at the head of the archive office was summoned 

                                                             
45 ANOM, Service 1, 22, note de préparation du décret portant la réforme du DPPC, 21/04/1921. 
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before a disciplinary committee on 6 November 1939 for negligence in relation to delays 

observed in the management of the DPPC.46  While it was acknowledged that both the 

colonial archives and the DPPC were in a chaos, the delays in delivering requested copies 

of public records to the general public was the issue around which the disciplinary 

committee revolved.47 This needs to be taken with caution as the details remain 

unknown, but it seems as though the DPPC failed to deliver several copies of records, 

some of which were necessary for enrolment in the military, and this was in 1939, when 

military enrolment was an absolute national priority for the French government.48  

However, this is all the more intriguing because the DPPC and the archive office, in 

other words Roussier, had warned on several occasions prior to 1939 that the archives 

office was overwhelmed. Moreover, when Roussier was summoned before the 

disciplinary commission, the DPPC (staff members, their family, and 8 000 registries) had 

recently, in September, been moved following the WW2 evacuation of the Ministry of the 

Colonies from Paris to Chartreuse-du-Liget. The new offices lacked shelves and the DPPC 

registries were piled up on the floor.49 Whatever the details of this disciplinary committee 

may be, the procedure that consisted in no less than to have Roussier travel back to Paris 

after he had been evacuated with the rest of his staff and their families, was prompted 

by issues related to the DPPC, which would indicate that indeed, from the Ministry of the 

Colonies' perspective, the DPPC was more essential to its operating and took priority over 

the archives, at least in that occurrence. 

                                                             
46 ANOM, Service IX, 362, courrier recommandé du conseiller d’Etat à M. Roussier au sujet d’un conseil de 
discipline, 02/11/1939. 
47 ANOM, Service IX, 362, rapport de la direction du personnel au ministre, 06/10/1939. 
48 ANOM, Service IX, 362, courrier du ministre des Colonies à M. Roussier, 03/10/1939. 
49 ANOM, Service IX, 362, note au directeur du personnel concernant le fonctionnement du service de l’état civil, 
21/01/1940; ANOM, Service IX, 362, courrier de M. Roussier au ministre des colonies, 05/10/1939. 
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The issue of race and the DPPC resurfaced under the Vichy government. In 1941, on 

the occasion of an assessment of the organisation of the Ministry of the Colonies in order 

to reorganise the civil status registry office, the acting head of the archive office 

(Marguerite Verdat), made her sentiment explicit. In her view, the civil status registry did 

not belong in the archive office and its maintenance did not fall under the professional 

skills of an archiviste-paléographe.  

Il me semble par ailleurs que le service ainsi formé aurait tout à gagner à être 
rapproché des services qui s’occupent déjà de la situation des personnes au point 
de vue civil (qu’il s’agisse d’Européens50 ou d’indigènes): je veux parler de la 
direction politique, et plus précisément, des services du contrôle indigène (chargé 
de faire délivrer les actes civils au titre indigène) et de ceux qui reçoivent les 
notifications des décès européens survenus à la colonie. […] On constituerait en 
somme une sorte de chancellerie dont le rôle serait de connaître de toute question 
ayant trait à la personnalité civile de la population coloniale (Européens et 
indigènes). Éventuellement l’assistance aux indigènes et jusqu’à un certain point le 
service de secours pourraient, eux aussi, être rapprochés du service d’ensemble 
ainsi constitué.51 

 
In her view, there was a clear distinction between all tasks related to civil status and 

records and archives management. In addition, it is striking that she called for a sort of 

“united” approach to colonial civil status encompassing French citizens (‘Européens’) and 

“indigènes”. It highlights indeed the division and the differentiation between these two 

groups subsequent to the existence of the DPPC, which focused exclusively on the former 

group. Ultimately, her suggestion to bring together the two civil status ensembles into 

one place never actually happened. This supports the fact that one “role” of the Ministry 

                                                             
50 I have not been able to investigate the systematic use of “Européens” to refer to the civil status of the French 
citizens in the colonies. It could have been to exclude the individuals from the colonised populations who were 
granted French citizenship, such as Originaires in the 4 communes in Senegal, inhabitants of the “old colonies” 
of the Caribbeans and some mixed-colour persons. If it is so, “Européens” actually meant “white French citizens” 
from the colonies; more on the categorisation of social groups from the colonies in mainland France in Claire 
Eldridge, ‘“The Forgotten of This Tribute”: Settler Soldiers, Colonial Categories and the Centenary of the First 
World War’, History & Memory 31, no. 2 (Fall/Winter 2019): 3–44. 
51 ANOM, Service IX, 357, lettre de l’archiviste au sous-directeur du personnel, 03/06/1941. 
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of the Colonies, as shown in Chapter 3, was to separate not simply all colonial affairs from 

national affairs, but to “filter” white French citizens' colonial affairs, that were somehow 

national, from those of the coloured colonised populations, that were to remain annexed 

to, but separate from, national matters. Here again, this separation between the national 

Republic and the colonies was based on the ground of administrative processes and 

complementary to other coercive tools in the French colonial repertoire of power. 

 

Colonial archives came in second to the DPPC in the Ministry of the Colonies 

It has been established that the DPPC was made a priority for the archive office for 

administrative continuity, one can wonder about the implications for a ministry at the 

head of an empire to function without central archives. The disorganisation of the 

Ministry archives resulted on several occasions in a potential incapacity to retrieve 

records, and most importantly treaties, in case of disputes with other European empires: 

Le Ministère des Colonies ne retrouvant qu’avec peine un traité des alentours de 
1840 établissant le protectorat de la France sur la région située entre Ifni et le Rio 
Negro, c’est-à-dire sur une région que, sans doute par ignorance de cet instrument 
diplomatique aux stipulations duquel nous n’avions jamais renoncé, le traité secret 
de 1904 a placé dans la zone d’influence de l’Espagne.52 

 
In addition, the Schefer mission, whose task alongside the classification, was to 

answer archival queries, showed that there seemed to be a need for an internal use of 

archives when the means and manpower allowed it. In 1912-1913, 45 queries were made 

from a variety of offices in the Ministry, such as access to personnel files (for pension 

                                                             
52 Anonyme, ‘Les Archives Coloniales’, 100. 



 163 

matters for instance) or information on the arrest of some local chiefs and their 

deportation, likely to create an information notice on a personality or a specific topic.53 

The archives were also used for historiographic purposes, although it only 

concerned the ‘old archives’, which were classified anyway thanks to the work of the 

archive office of the Ministry of Navy when the Colonies were under its supervision and 

therefore accessible. More recent records were not classified, thus difficult to 

communicate to the public. In addition, general issues regarding the accessibility of these 

records with regards to confidentiality were considered an obstacle to their 

communication. Nevertheless, as an example, in 1896-1897, 44 people out of 45 requests 

were granted access to the archives to do some research work.54 Because they mostly 

concerned the ‘old archives’, those types of requests were regularly examined and a 

response given, regardless of the state of the rest of the archives.  

In that context, the need for a service dedicated to documentation ‘worthy of the 

name’ in the Ministry was brought up on several occasions, not least before the French 

Senate in 1925 with a direct link made with the colonial archives and the archives office: 

Nous avons au Ministère des Colonies une bibliothèque, des archives, qui comptent 
parmi les plus riches et les plus précieuses au monde. Ici encore, faute 
d’organisation et de quelques crédits, nous omettons de prospecter une mine de 
connaissances recueillies avec peine et non sans peril.55 

 
The point of focus here being on the historical value of the archives, as opposed to their 

administrative value, it explains the prevailing of the DPPC throughout the existence of 

the archive office, and the lesser interest in the making of a central colonial archive. 

                                                             
53 ANOM, Service, CXV, 1587, Communications-enregistrement; ANOM, Service CIII, 1429, Demandes de 
consultation. 
54 ANOM, Service CIII, 1429, Demandes de consultation. 
55 ANOM, Service I, 60, Rapport au Sénat de M. de Monzie au nom de la commission des finances chargée 
d’examiner le projet de loi portant fixation du budget général de l’exercice 1925, annexe à la séance du 
17/03/1925, p. 3-4. 
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Archives, surveillance and censorship 

The fine line between surveillance and bureaucracy in colonial Indochina 

The absence of a central archive in the Ministry of the Colonies, as well as in AOF, 

meant, in practice, the absence of standard procedures for keeping records and 

classifying them, as explained in a document concerning the creation of archives in 

Indochina: 

L’administration a pensé qu’il était temps d’opérer, parmi ces documents, un triage 
sérieux, de détruire ceux d’entre eux qui seraient sans intérêt, de mettre les autres 
à l’abri de la destruction qui les menace et de les classer suivant une méthode 
rationnelle, qui permette de les consulter et d’en tirer tout le parti possible: en un 
mot, elle a pensé qu’il était temps de créer un service d’archives.56 

 
In Indochina, the colonial archives were organised in a unique way, both in comparison 

to the other colonies and in terms of a contemporary archiving technique, which testifies 

to an important bureaucratic rationale and environment. They were rapidly and 

efficiently organised with the help of an archival policy that comprised all aspects of the 

management, transfer and classification of archives and records in every office and at all 

hierarchical levels of the administration across the federation of Indochina. It was 

arguably the closest to exhaustive as an archive policy had been, including in mainland 

France, both in terms of transfer procedure and the desin of finding aids. 

Moreover, the archive office expanded to become a central administrative 

department in its own right in Indochina, in charge not only of archives, but also 

administrative libraries (dedicated to the internal use of the governing body and its 

administrators) and public libraries, as well as the legal deposit, with one archiviste-

                                                             
56 ANV, V0, 0441, extraits de rapports volants. 
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paléographe as the department director, and up to five archivistes-paléographes in 

charge of different management lines, dozens of locally trained archivists and librarians 

as well as other staff members such as secretaries, orderlies (plantons) etc. The contrast 

with the AOF and the Ministry is striking. Keeping in mind that an archive has an essential 

organic element to it, that each archive is unique, and that there are as many archives as 

there are governing bodies, the singular and unique development of the archives in 

Indochina can be understood in light of the political and social context of Indochina.  

Indochina was established as a federation of colonies (Cochinchina) and 

protectorates (Cambodia, Annam, Tonkin, Laos) with a civil governor general at its head 

in the early 20th century. Originally, the creation of the archive office was the result of a 

mission to assess the situation of the archives. Before that, some attempts had been 

made at organising archives, especially in Cochinchina and Annam, but they remained 

very local and did not develop.57 The archives mission was launched in 1917, on the 

initiative of the Governor General and supervised by the Ecole Française d’Extrême-Orient 

(EFEO). It then had a strong historical and “scientific” component to it due to the 

involvement of EFEO.58 The Government General supported it because of these very 

reasons, but the crucial trigger to launching it was the will to centralise and exercise 

control over the destruction of records (a recurring motive in the history of colonial 

archives that will be further addressed in Chapter 5).59 So at the origin of this initiative 

were rationales apparently contradicting each other, with on the one hand the interest 

of EFEO to preserve archives for historical purpose and posterity and on the other hand 

                                                             
57 ANOM, INDO, GGI, 5672, courrier du gouverneur général de l’Indochine au ministre des colonies, 1905; Boudet, 
‘Les Archives et Les Bibliothèques de l’Indochine’. 
58 More on this in Capot, ‘La Bibliothèque et Les Archives de l’École Française d’Extrême-Orient : De La 
Constitution à La Crise de La Décolonisation (1898-1957) [Provisional Title]’, especially chapter 3. 
59 ANV, V0, 0087, extrait du Journal Officiel du 02/10/1918. 
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the will of the governing body to exercise better control over the destruction of records.  

The same year, 1917, Paul Boudet, an archiviste-paléographe recruited to achieve 

this mission, wrote his mission report and was immediately afterwards appointed as head 

of archives in Indochina. Contrary to the original vision, the archive office was created as 

a component of the Government General and alien to EFEO. The ambitions of the archive 

office remained then fairly low, especially in comparison to the way the DABI eventually 

developed and did not envision a central classification system or standardisation of 

archives other than their transfer for assessing their possible destruction: 

Dans l’intérieur de son service, chacun conserve son propre classement et sa 
responsabilité et, c’est au moment où il décide que dans ses archives, des papiers 
ne lui sont plus nécessaires qu’il en ordonne le versement au nouveau service, au 
lieu de procéder suivant la pratique admise jusqu’à ce jour à leur destruction sous 
sa propre responsabilité. C’est le nouveau service qui, désormais, déterminera s’il y 
a lieu d’envoyer au pilon les vieux papiers ou de les conserver dans un intérêt 
historique ou autre.60  

 
Subsequently, Boudet originally did not aim to create several repositories but simply to 

have the records sent regularly to a unique central repository.61 

Yet, the archive office quickly became much more important in terms of scope, and 

in a matter of only a few years, as seen in Chapter 2. The archives and libraries of 

Indochina became part of the Franco-Indochinese public education policy (politique 

d’instruction publique d’Indochine), and more generally of the French “civilising” mission. 

Within a few years, Boudet, who had freshly graduated and had only been a librarian for 

two years in Rouen before being appointed to Indochina, organised and developed his 

skills and the archive office to a seemingly unexpected level compared to the original 

                                                             
60 ANV, V0, 0087, extrait du Journal Officiel du 02/10/1918. 
61 ANV, V0, 0487, rapport sur l’état des archives de l’Indochine et mesures à prendre pour assurer leur 
conservation, novembre 1917. 
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layout. 

A large executive staff comprising trained archivists from France, and the local 

training directed at some Vietnamese “employees” in the French administration allowed 

the DABI to implement highly standardised procedures of record transfer and 

classification, as well as ensuring their implementation. Annual tours all over Indochina 

from Boudet and his deputies came in support of it, as well as monthly reports sent to 

DABI by the local archival repositories and offices as well as the public libraries.62 This 

secured DABI’s presence in all provinces of Indochina. In addition to the archive 

repositories and the public libraries, starting in the 1930s, the bibliobus (carts with a 

selection of books to reach remote villages) extended the presence of DABI across 

Indochina (more on the history of libraries in colonial and independent Vietnam in 

Nguyen, 2019). Finally, the implementation of legal deposit in the 1920s complemented 

DABI’s “cultural” and “educational” initiatives, which met the ambiguous motivations for 

the French “civilising mission”, at the crossroads of colonial domination and public 

education63. In the Indochinese context, the DABI and the archives, notwithstanding their 

historical value, constituted a bureaucratic tool for the exercise of colonial power, which 

became very early on articulated around propaganda and intelligence. Kelly, by 

comparing the French colonial education policy in Indochina and AOF, has shown that the 

local context prompted different reactions, thus policies, from French decision-makers, 

that were the product of how they viewed local people, students and their societies. Some 

                                                             
62 ANV, fonds DABI: it contains a plethoric quantity of those reports along the years. 
63 The “ambiguity” did not necessarily prevent the colonised populations from eventually appropriating 
knowledge for empowerment. See Nguyen, ‘Reading and Misreading: The Social Life of Libraries and Colonial 
Control in Vietnam, 1865-1958’ on library and education in colonial and independent Vietnam. As for AOF, Tony 
Chafer, ‘Education and Political Socialisation of a National-Colonial Political Elite in French West Africa, 1936–
47’, The Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 35, no. 3 (1 September 2007): 437–58 explores the 
formation of a French educated Senegalese elite at the Ponty School in the 1930s and 1940s.  
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communities were ignored (Cambodian, Laotian, Rhade) and the Vietnamese community 

prevailed. This was the result of the fact that prior to colonisation, Vietnam had cultural 

institutions, which constituted a potential threat to the colonial power. She suggests that 

a potential explanation for the difference between AOF and colonial Indochina with 

regard to school curriculum - designed by the French authorities – is that the resistance 

potential of their respective educating systems before the colonisation differed greatly. 

In Vietnam, ‘schooling had traditionally been associated with entry into the elite.’64

  

The Vietnamese society indeed benefitted from a long-standing written and literate 

culture as well as administration, which therefore constituted a challenge for the French 

colonial power – in a way that did not exist in AOF in the same shape or on the same 

ground. The French local government therefore had to implement an administration with 

a solid network to standardise its repertoire of power on the one hand, and to ensure 

control not only of the territories and populations but also Vietnamese governing bodies 

on the other. The beginnings of a nationalist project resisting the colonial rule emerged 

very early in Indochina among the literate elite of the Vietnamese society.65 A network of 

young “Indochinese”, mainly Vietnamese, organised itself, going abroad for education 

and training, in opposition to colonial domination and in order to organise resistance 

against the French colonial power66 – for instance, Phan Boi Chau who went into exile in 

Japan in 1905. A revolutionary current developed from 1923 and gained influence with 

                                                             
64 Gail P. Kelly, ‘The Presentation of Indigenous Society in the Schools of French West Africa and Indochina, 1918 
to 1938’, Comparative Studies in Society and History 26, no. 3 (1984): 539-40. 
65 Brocheux and Hémery, Indochine. La Colonisation Ambiguë, 1858-1954, 75-92; Cooper, France in Indochina. 
Colonial Encounters, 11-90. 
66 Thierry Levasseur, ‘Les Vietnamiens En France Du Milieu Des Années 1920 Au Milieu Des Années 1950. Une 
Immigration Entre Nationalisme et Communisme’, in Histoire Politique Des Immigrations (Post)Coloniales. 
France, 1920-2008, ed. Ahmed Boubeker and Abdellali Hajjat (Paris: Editions Amsterdam, 2008): 33. 
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the diffusion of the communist ideology, which spread in particular amongst the 

generations of young Indochinese literates trained by the French system while being 

subjected to it. And it was from 1926 that the tension between these revolutionaries and 

the French power increased and that many anti-colonial groups emerged, reaching 

beyond the divisions and social barriers of the otherwise heterogeneous Indochinese 

society to all types of backgrounds. The hardest years of confrontation between the 

Communists and the colonial power unfolded between 1929 and 1932, in the midst of 

the global economic crisis.67  

The colonial power and the French community of Indochina worried very early on 

about these different nationalist currents and movements. Education, propaganda and 

control of the literate elites quickly became crucial issues for maintaining and asserting 

the colonial power. Thus, in 1939, the tensions around the circulation of books and 

leaflets had become very strong, as evidenced by a circular from the Government 

General: 

[Les chefs de parquet et les services de police] devront veiller spécialement à ce que 
toutes les informations ouvertes pour manœuvres de nature à compromettre la 
sécurité publique, à occasionner des troubles politiques graves, à provoquer la 
haine du gouvernement français ou des gouvernements protégés, soient conduites 
avec le plus grand soin et avec toute la célérité compatible avec l’observation des 
garanties légales. Il en est de même pour tous les délits réprimés par les divers 
textes modifiant la loi du 29 juillet 1881 et les lois ou décrets sur la presse 
notamment, les indiscrétions commises par la voie de la presse, la diffusion de 
tracts pacifistes, les publications subversives notoirement étrangères, les propos 
alarmistes ou anti-patriotiques, les fausses nouvelles de nature à ébranler la 
discipline ou le moral des armées…68  

 

                                                             
67 Cooper, France in Indochina. Colonial Encounters, 274-316. 
68 ANOM, INDO, GGI, SE, 3315, circulaire du gouverneur général de l’Indochine aux chefs d’administration locale, 
chefs des services généraux, chefs des services relevant du gouvernement général, 21/09/1939. 



 170 

Through this circular, written pamphlets and documents were especially targeted. They 

were perceived by the French authorities as a direct threat to its power.   

More generally, the French colonial policy evolved in the 1930s into an active pro-

colonial propaganda. A selection of newspapers and books in French or Vietnamese were 

sponsored by the French colonial government to support the French colonial propaganda. 

The public libraries and the legal deposit, and therefore the DABI as a whole, became 

instrumental in this policy69. Even considering the personality of Boudet, the economic 

situation of colonial Indochina and many factors played a role in the implementation and 

the way the DABI developed in terms of scope and ambition, there is little doubt that the 

local political and social situation were determining factors. The development of the DABI 

evolved along with the context in which it found itself, and was a reflection of the various 

adaptations of the colonial administration in reaction to Vietnamese resistance.70 

Boudet’s vision for the archives of Indochina, in its quest for exhaustivity met the appeal 

for surveillance of the French colonial rule in Indochina.  

Moreover, the DABI had an important performative dimension. Contrary to an 

otherwise relevant phrase that there are “no archives without stability”, in the case of 

Indochina, the archival policy reinforced the bureaucracy as much as it was its result. In 

practice, this bureaucratic rationale imposed standards for transfers to the central 

archives (and to be transferred, records must be issued), and for procedures (pre-

classification of the records according to a unique common framework for all territories). 

It cannot be stressed enough that this development was not planned but was the result 

                                                             
69 ANV, V3, 2821, règlement des bibliothèques franc-annamites, 21/02/1907; ANOM, INDO, RSA, B35, classeur 
2, courrier du général Lorillot concernant la revue Sud-Est, 06/09/1949. 
70 More details in Fabienne Chamelot, ‘Quand Administrer, c’est Renseigner. Archives, Bureaucratie et 
Domination Coloniale En Indochine (1917-1940)’, in Histoire Du Renseignement En Situation Coloniale, by Vincent 
Hiribarren, Jean-Pierre Bat, and Nicolas Courtin (Rennes: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2021): 21–39. 
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of a sort of ad hoc organisation that found its stability in an empirical way. While the 

archives policy reinforced bureaucracy, it was also on an ad hoc basis that libraries and 

legal deposit found their place under the responsibility of the DABI. 

The DABI also encompassed administrative and public libraries. Administrative 

libraries were usually a complement to archives since they contained manuals and 

reference books, as well as official publications, which were work documentation for 

administrators. Public libraries, open to the general public, related to the colonial policy 

for education and the “civilising” mission and contained books intended for both French 

citizens of Indochina and colonial subjects. The combination of archives and libraries 

meant that the DABI benefited from an extensive network of institutions throughout 

Indochina, including rural areas with bibliobus, even if these were created later. As for the 

archives, the library's collections were intended to be exhaustive on Indochina, here again 

for reasons linked to the colonial policy for education, but also with the ambition of 

exhaustivity by bringing together the largest collections regarding Indochina, all 

languages and all periods included.71 

Summary statistics were produced on the types of works read by European and 

Vietnamese readers of the library, again directly related to the French “civilising” mission 

but also to propaganda in a politically tense context. Following this monitoring of 

populations, the bibliobus made it possible to reach the rural populations of Cochinchina, 

where it was noted that volumes in the Quôc-ngu language had the most success, thus 

offering control of the knowledge provided to populations outside of the French language 
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colonial education, or an alternative to the potential subversive works smuggled into the 

territory.72  

The addition of legal deposit to DABI's range of responsibilities starting 1921, 

initiated by the Government General, made the colonial propaganda dimension of its 

activities more visible, beyond its “cultural” vocation. The law of July 29, 1881 and the 

decree of October 29, 1887 related to legal deposit, and especially to the control of the 

foreign press, were first promulgated in Cochinchina and then generalised on 4 December 

1914 to the whole of Indochina. In mainland France, it was in 1925 that a law more 

systematically regulated legal deposit for all publications. But in Indochina, it was as early 

as 1922 that a system similar to the system instituted by the law of 1925 was 

implemented, first in Cochinchina before being extended to the rest of Indochina.  

This is all the more remarkable since it was only in 1933 that the law of 19 May 

1925 was promulgated in the other French colonies. In addition, Indochina, at the request 

of its Governor General, benefited from a specific regulation of the law of 19 May 1925 

modifying the legal deposit thanks to the support of the Ministers of Colonies, Fine Arts 

and Interior as well as the Prime Minister of France. This regulation supplemented the 

existing regulations, which mainly concerned literary publications and the constitution of 

collections in libraries. Vietnamese subversive publications were a favored means of 

publicisation and communication in the Vietnamese community – including in mainland 

France were several publications has started as early as in the 1920s and were 

monitored.73 With this new law, “communist propaganda” was specifically targeted in 

Indochina. It required ‘preventive control of the foreign press, particularly Asian’. A single 

                                                             
72 Gouvernement général de l’Indochine, Rapport Sur La DABI 1937-1938, 15. 
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office centralised legal deposit, listed publications and managed their dispatching. The 

reasons for this new decree, compared to that of 1922, was first the necessity to 

centralise the shipments from Indochina. Secondly, constituting this collection was a way 

for the French authorities to exercise an efficient control of foreign publications.74 

Under this procedure, one copy of the publication sent to the legal deposit office 

was sent to the Home Office (Ministère de l’Intérieur) in mainland France and the other 

remained at the central library in Hanoi. In addition, legal deposit in Indochina sorted 

writings in two main categories, French language and “indigenous language”, each itself 

divided into two sections: periodicals and non-periodicals.75  

While it may appear obvious that the legal deposit would be DABI’s responsibility, 

originally, the EFEO was considered for handling legal deposit for the entire Indochinese 

territory. It was then mainly a question of protection of intellectual property.76 By 

granting legal deposit to the DABI, it remained inside the Government General and under 

its full control, confirming the politically-charged aspect of this task in Indochina, thereby 

increasing DABI’s connection to the colonial policy. DABI’s director seemed to have 

acknowledged this aspect while at the same time seeing an opportunity to further pursue 

what he considered as “cultural” and “educational” work. To him, this constituted a 

privileged access to publications that would complement DABI’s collections.77 

                                                             
74 ANOM, INDO, GGI, 4197, rapport du gouverneur général de l’Indochine au ministre des colonies sur le 
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Regardless, legal deposit was part of a broader system of censorship and control of 

the press and “indigenous” publications. Subsidies were released to support certain 

publications in Vietnamese and distribute them to populations, including rural 

communities. In 1920, for example, the question arose of taking control of the daily 

newspaper Trung Bac Tan Van by the General Government by overseeing its editorial 

production. According to the report outlining this project, this newspaper was in decline 

and no longer arose enough interest among Vietnamese readers, precisely because of the 

overzealous previous censorship. By blocking too much content in fear of potential 

negative comments on the French colonisation, this newspaper had become of little, if 

any, interest to the Vietnamese population. This was a concern for the Government 

General because it could drive away the Vietnamese literate population, who therefore 

turn to subversive publications. Instead, the explicit goal was to channel the interest of 

the Vietnamese population in order to better control their access to news content. That 

design meant providing access to the colonised populations with satisfactory content in 

the eye of the French authorities.78 

The project therefore consisted in the Government General stepping aside from the 

rationale of strict censorship in order to appropriate this publication and renew its 

publicisation under its discreet control. The editorial board and editor-in-chief, all 

Vietnamese, would remain in place, and the colonial power's actions would become 

subtile or invisible. The proposed path was to name a Vietnamese Chief editor who would 

be the face of the publication and in charge of the editorial line. A ‘tribune indigène libre’ 

(“indigenous” opinion section) would be added to the publication providing a space of 

                                                             
78 ANOM, INDO, GGI, 65410, note au sujet de la réorganisation du Trung Bac Tan Van sous un nouveau régime, 
10/11/1920. 



 175 

apparent free speech to the Vietnamese.79 The French authorities would tolerate what 

they considered negative opinions as long as they remained harmless. They would act 

only in cases perceived as potentially harmful to the colonial power, and this would be 

done in an indirect fashion:   

Au cas où les réclamations et critiques apportées seraient injustifiées, nous aurions 
toujours la ressource de réponses péremptoires sous le couvert d’autres 
correspondants simulés. Au besoin même, pour donner une plus large publicité à 
certains faits de notre administration, à certaines idées, à de nouvelles réformes 
par exemple nous pourrions facilement procéder, par des correspondances fictives 
insérées dans la Tribune à des “amorces” appelant les commentaires de vrais 
correspondants.80 

 
The proposal here was to have French administrators passing as Vietnamese readers to 

criticise the opinion piece and defend the colonial rule. This plan of action was designed 

around deceitfulness and manipulation. 

The renewal of this newspaper was therefore a matter of going beyond censorship 

and really controlling and directing Vietnamese opinion, as is furthermore developed. This 

is a speech of appropriation and control of the press by proposing to produce nothing less 

than false content in a daily newspaper. This policy was directed in a very specific way 

towards “Annam” (Vietnam). 

 As much as the DABI may appear ahead of its time in terms of recordkeeping 

techniques and procedure – keeping in mind that the procedures for transfers to the 

National Archives in mainland France were not effective until the 1930s –, it was in fact 

the result of resources and of arbitrary social and working conditions permitted by the 

colonial regime. But the DABI was also the result of a context of political and 
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administrative tensions favourable to the emergence of an institution combining missions 

of preservation, culture and censorship. Without being the fruit of a thoughtful and 

voluntary anticipation, the DABI, as it existed with its three main activities (archives, 

library and legal deposit) expanded into a progressive movement, which was connected 

to a specific colonial political and cultural context, which itself reflected the context in 

which the French colonial rule developed as well as the resistance that the French colonial 

power faced. The question of Boudet and his French staff’s direct role and intentions 

becomes secondary if we posit the question in terms of agency.  

What is argued here is that the way archives operated in Indochina cannot be fully 

understood independently from the public libraries and the legal deposit or from colonial 

dynamics. The DABI developed as a three-legged institution, which in retrospect 

highlights and informs the approach to archives management in Indochina and, in the 

light of the colonial context in Indochina, brings insight into the unique way these archives 

were developed and brought to a level of skills and competence that was unseen in the 

other French colonies. Ultimately, the history of DABI constitutes a case study that 

interrogates the extent to which any public educational project or initiative in the French 

colonial setting (or any colonial setting) can be considered and approached independently 

of its colonial social and political context. Masson, one of Boudet’s deputies, seemed to 

provide an answer as he contributed this view on the organisation of the office for 

propaganda: 

Les résultats que l’on peut attendre du service de la propagande, ne dépendent pas 
seulement de la valeur personnelle des rédacteurs qui en seront chargés, mais 
encore de leur méthode d’organisation, et surtout de l’abondance et de la qualité 
de la documentation à leur disposition. Ils doivent être à même de renseigner 
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rapidement et complètement [underlined by Masson] sur les questions les plus 
variées, politiques, économiques et financières.81 

 
Here, the method prevailed over personal skills, the methodical rationale transcended 

the individual work of the administrators, and it was indeed DABI’s expertise that was 

thus engaged. DABI’s guidelines provided a framework to which administrators had to 

conform, preventing personal initiatives and normalising work methods. Masson 

explained in detail the way in which the employees of the propaganda office would have 

to proceed in a concrete way to be as practical and efficient as possible in their collection 

and gathering of information, which was by applying the same collection and classification 

methods as DABI from the classification scheme to the choice of furniture for the storage 

of archival boxes and files as well as index cards.82 

The relationship between archives, bureaucracy and surveillance has been 

demonstrated in other authoritarian regimes by prominent scholars in archival science. 

The apartheid regime in South Africa relied on control and bureaucracy, hence a decisive 

set of records and archives within which police and surveillance records were a major 

feature.83 Concurring with Harris, Ketelaar reminds us that the Nazi regime in Germany 

was obsessed with keeping records and files and that archives can indeed be instruments 

of oppression under totalitarian regimes. In such regimes: ‘The records themselves are 

dumb, but without them the oppressor is powerless’. He gives the examples of ‘files and 
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registers becoming instruments of terror at the hand of desktop murderers such as Adolf 

Eichman.’84  

He also addresses the archives as a panopticon, beyond authoritarian regimes, an 

argument that concurs with Dewerpe’s assessment of surveillance methods in the 20th 

century85: ‘Big Brother is watching you, not by keeping his eyes continually fixed on you 

necessarily, but primarily by making and ever checking your file. And there is not one Big 

Brother, but a network of governmental and corporate Big Brothers’.86 It is about ‘seeing 

without being seen’.87 As necessary as archives are to democracy and accountability, they 

can also be powerful tools to assert arbitrary rule and discriminate.   

Moreover, Thomas showed that in the French colonial context, intelligence should 

not be restricted to its narrowest definition, but that it more globally evolves around 

documentation gathered for the benefit of the colonial power.88 Therefore, the 

intelligence and surveillance component of the French colonial archives in Indochina, 

while not necessarily explicit nor systematically being the intent for creating an archive, 

should not be underestimated as a whole for its underlying property. A good illustration, 

already mentioned, was the DPPC, a collection of public records created for facilitating 

the administration of the French citizens between mainland France and the colonies, with 

a potential to monitor the racial identity of people entering mainland France. 

In his 2016 PhD thesis, Dramé demonstrated in detail the intertwining of education, 

culture, bureaucracy and surveillance in the context of AOF on the “ground” level.89 He 
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shows how the French colonial government, in its repertoire of power, tools and methods 

reached and impacted a variety of aspects of the life of colonised populations, such as 

culture and arts, and the instrumentality of information and intelligence in that 

framework. Through the history of the Department for political affairs, he uncovers the 

continuities which existed under French colonial rule between operating a surveillance of 

targeted social groups such as marabouts and operating a surveillance of fine arts and 

culture, such as theatre and cinema (starting 1946) through censorship. Dramé depicts a 

number of tools developed by the French colonial power to assert authority, from 

newspapers to documentation and information offices, the role of the translators and so 

on. While his study engages with AOF only, it is able to cover a range of offices. In many 

ways, his research is organically complementary to the arguments raised here. 

Dramé shows the way information was collected and indexed by the Office for 

Muslim Affairs for the monitoring of marabouts. Under the supervision of the Governor 

General William Ponty, the constitution of a detailed repertory of records gathering all 

sorts of information on individuals labelled as ‘suspicious’ was instrumental in the design 

of this surveillance policy.90 

However, AOF never developed archives to the level colonial Indochina did. 

Archives and their relationship to surveillance in AOF remained limited to some offices 

that needed them to operate, whereas the DABI centralised the supervision of archival 

procedures, classification and the overall archives policy. The DPPC, as already seen, also 
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comprised an element of centralisation (contrary to the colonial archives in the Ministry): 

it gathered copies of records from all over the colonies to form one collection. In both 

cases, this element of centralisation resulted in the creation of standards in terms of 

procedures. 

In the case of DPPC, it has already been shown how it ensured, inside the Ministry 

of the Colonies, easy access to French citizens' records as well as administrative continuity 

between mainland France and the colonies. In Indochina, the DABI rapidly shifted from a 

necessity to control the destruction of records to ensuring efficient tools and 

administrative continuity to the administrators in a colonial administration where the 

turn-over was important, as stated in a report from 1921: ‘Ainsi se trouvera réalisée 

l’unité de méthode et de classement qui permettra à tout nouveau fonctionnaire de 

retrouver rapidement les documents qu’il cherche’.91 This administrative continuity was 

of importance in Indochina where not only an administration existed prior to the French 

conquest, but where the status of protectorate of four of the five provinces of colonial 

Indochina (Annam, Cambodia, Laos and Tonkin) meant that they had local rulers – 

although mostly powerless. 

Nevertheless, in addition to an anti-colonial intelligentsia, in colonial Indochina, the 

colonial administrative network existed in parallel to Vietnamese, Cambodian and Laotian 

administrative networks. Although the French administration was ultimately the 

dominant one, its bureaucratic nature reinforced its authority. The French system was 

superimposed on another administration that it dominated, as its governing body was in 

a position of control, but also in need of maintaining a strong administrative network 
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rivalling the Vietnamese, Cambodian and Laotian ones.92 The archival policy with its 

procedures and the DABI with its ramifications all over Indochina contributed to 

consolidate this dominant position and to develop a solid, locked and persistent 

administrative (bureaucratic) network – colonial Indochina was known for its 

cumbersome bureaucracy.93 

In AOF, in contrast, the colonial dynamic was different with no protectorates, only 

colonies, and different local, mostly oral, cultures. In all cases, the AOF French 

bureaucracy was not as thorough and centralised as in Indochina and administrative 

continuity between offices and administrators was not as crucial, as will be shown in 

Chapter 5.  

 

Archives and colonial intelligence 

The lack of organisation of the archives did not mean the absence of archives, only 

the absence of a rational management of the archives. This lack of organisation rendered 

the archives difficult to use. Yet, it did not stop colonial governments from working or 

functioning. More precisely, in practice, records were essential to some offices and 

administrative departments, and less to others. So, in the absence of standard procedures 

for making archives, search tools and rational classification existed where they were 

needed despite the lack of an archival policy. One of the most accurate illustrations of 

this, perhaps, was that, alongside this bureaucratic rationale and the surveillance 

dimension of some archive institutions, some offices across the French colonial empire 
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had archives of their own which were openly dedicated to the surveillance of social 

groups and populations, such as that of the Office for Muslim Affairs in AOF, which 

targeted Muslim activities and personalities94. Europeans could also be profiled as 

“suspects” and monitored by the government in AOF for their connection to “suspect” 

native activities or personalities or for being ‘crooks’.95 This kind of office obliviously 

centralised information in an orderly and methodical manner. 

Conversely, some offices in the Ministry of the Colonies explicitly gathered 

important documentation and kept organised records for the surveillance of “natives” on 

mainland France’s soil or in the colonies. The creation and development of the Liaison 

Service for people from French overseas territories (Service de liaison avec les originaires 

des territoires français d’outre-mer; SLOTFOM), in 1946, recounted by Dion in the 

introduction to the Guide des fonds (répertoire) is an illustration of that.96 It was the result 

of chaotic trajectories of several surveillance and intelligence offices directed at 

individuals from the colonies (“natives”) living in mainland France. It was created in 

replacement of the Colonial Office for the control of indigènes (Service social du contrôle 

indigène, SCCI), which itself was the new name of the Office for the control and assistance 

in France to the indigènes from the colonies (Service de contrôle et d’assistance en France 

des indigènes des colonies; CAI) created in 1923. Dion links the development of various 

surveillance offices of “indigènes” in mainland France to the very contemporary evolution 

of the colonial and political context. Indeed, the social groups encompassed under the 

category “indigènes” in mainland France varied according to the context: tirailleurs, 
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workers, and of course also movements of resistance to the colonisation such as 

Vietnamese youth and students, etc. Here also, the records of the SLOTFOM were 

organised, as were most of the records of offices dedicated to surveillance and 

intelligence. However, Dion notices that even though a classification system existed, it 

was not really reflective of the content of the records and did not provide any 

chronological sorting. 

While it would be impossible to retrace the exact history and development of all 

sets of archives in each office of the French colonial administration between 1894 and 

1960, the multiple and various registries and inventories found in the archival sources 

indicate without a doubt that many offices had indeed ordered, if not organised and 

classified, archives, whether over a limited period of time or on a regular basis.  

For instance, in addition to the DPPC in the Ministry of the Colonies, some offices 

also had organised archives: many registries and inventories of records and archives can 

be found in the French colonial administration. The geography office had organised 

archives of maps and related documents and dedicated time to classifying its own 

collections of documents.97 Inventories of the Office for Muslim Affairs in the Ministry of 

the Colonies (Bureau des affaires musulmanes) can also be found for the 1920s and 

1930s.98 

The same goes for AOF, where central archives were also virtually non-existent until 

the 1950s, yet some departments like General Inspection of Education (inspection 

générale de l’enseignement), for example, had a repertory of all its files structured in 
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series.99 It is also probably relatively safe to assume that most technical offices in AOF had 

records to keep track of their activities. It remains the case that some of these ensembles 

of records provided public service to French citizens, to put it this way, while others 

asserted colonial control and administrative coercion over colonised populations, and 

some could do both. 

 

Archives and the colonial order 

This chapter shows that in the absence of a global policy concerning archives, offices 

had the hand over their own archives. It resulted in an ad hoc organisation of archives 

with some offices having records organised and classified by necessity for running tasks 

and duties while others had not. While the result may appear as scattered groups of 

records and archives unrelated to one another – which they were to some extent – it is 

the very empirical observation of these ensembles of records that shows the ad hoc 

dynamic of the operation of bureaucracy in the French governing body on the imperial 

scale. In the Ministry of the Colonies and AOF, archives were found in areas where the 

gathering of records was used on the one hand for monitoring populations or exercising 

surveillance and on the other hand to administer overseas French citizens and ensure an 

administrative continuity between the national government and the colonies. The 

overview of the rest of the archives in the French colonies described in Chapter 1 suggests 

that the situation of the archives in the Ministry and AOF were that which primarily 

prevailed across the French empire. In this context, Indochina constituted a noticeable 

exception to other territories because of its unique political and administrative 
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background. There, bureaucracy and its subsequent highly centralised chain of operation, 

constituted a key component of the French colonisation. Archives played a crucial role in 

this bureaucratic rationale.   

The apparent general chaos in the archives reflected the organisation of the French 

colonial empire that has been described as superimposed layers of measures, affidavits 

and decrees lacking a coherent global rationale. The nature and shape of archives evolved 

with time and practice. For instance, geographic maps and essays were a major 

component of colonial archives during the colonial conquest. In the national sphere, the 

Dépôt des fortifications, an archival repository holding maps under the supervision of the 

Ministry of War, constituted an essential element of the state archives in the 18th and 19th 

century.100 The Dépôt des fortifications des colonies (DFC) was built on its model in 1778 

– it was then called the Dépôt des cartes et plans des colonies.101 It was placed under the 

responsibility of the colonial archive office in the Ministry of Navy and was of course 

moved to the Ministry of the Colonies in 1894.  

The prevalence of military maps under the colonial military rule has been well 

examined from a variety of standpoints.102 They corresponded to an extensive dynamic 

of the European colonisation in which acquiring knowledge of territories and landscapes 

was key to conquering them. Lejeune has explored the correlated prominence of the 

Société de géographie in France during the 19th century, especially during the second half. 
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Its engagement with the colonial expansion coincided with the renewal of its own 

influence nation-wide.103  

This dynamic of colonial conquest found its ultimate development with the 1884 

Berlin conference and the ‘scramble for Africa’. The rivalry between Europeans colonial 

powers shifted from the conquest of new territories to controlling them.104  

In the middle and the late nineteenth century, as the turn toward territorial empire 
coincided with the rise of a concept of state sovereignty linked to the exercise of 
control over bounded space, global rivalries focused more closely on the 
consolidation of rule and the construction of ordered, if complex, imperial 
bureaucracies.105  

 
As the colonisation process evolved from an expansive movement to an occupying one, 

the dynamic of the colonisation changed, officials and administrators sent overseas 

became more essential to asserting authority in the colonies and bureaucracy developed, 

with its adjacent paperwork. Testifying to this shift, the colonial rule went from military 

to civilian and geography slowly became less central in the colonisation process at the 

beginning of the 20th century.  

Thus far, geographic archives had played a central role in the colonial archives, and 

more accurately the archives of the geography office were neat and orderly classified, if 

the archive registries are to be believed. Then, office records took over in the archive 

office occupation, growing in volume and prominence in the Ministry.106 The field of 
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geography itself shifted from ‘colonial geography’ to ‘commercial geography’, as Lejeune 

puts it.107 

As this shift occurred, the observation of archives shows that in an overseas empire 

where the administration was remote, bureaucratic and administrative continuity in the 

archives became a key element to perpetuating the Republican rule of law from which 

the French citizens benefitted – this chapter showed that the development of the DPPC 

testifies to it. In parallel, colonised populations responded to a form of governance closer 

to an autocratic rule where administrative continuity with the national government was 

not prevalent – hence scattered archives and groups of records organised or not in an 

empirical way depending on the immediate needs in the absence of a global framework. 

This constituted the core of the discriminative dynamic of the colonial rule. It marked the 

dividing line between the Republican regime and the colonial regime in the colonial 

empire. In contrast to the analyses of the theoretical or abstract colonial policies and 

narratives addressed at the beginning of this chapter, it highlights the empirical reality of 

the separation between the Republic and the colonies anchored in an administrative 

division, an aspect that has been overlooked in analyses attempting to figure out the 

rationale or even sometimes logic of the French colonisation with regards to the making 

of the Republic and its universalist ideology.   

For Saada, the ‘colonial legal order’ prescribed a set of behavioural codes thought 

to be central to French identity and labelled as prestige and dignity. Both were the 

manifestation of a dividing line: on the one hand, French citizens were under the active 

exercise of sovereignty and on the other hand, colonised populations were merely 
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governed.108 Mann responded that Saada’s take on prestige and dignity in Indochina did 

not apply to French West Africa, confirming the disparity of the French colonial governing 

body, and more significantly the heteroclite implementation of the French colonial rule 

across the empire.109 He develops further:  

Law itself was neither a culprit nor an agent of colonial rule. It was at once a tool, 
the utility of which is evident, and an alibi. Throughout the interwar years, colonial 
administrators used the ongoing process of reform, or the extension and 
amelioration of legal systems, as rhetorical cover for their continued reliance on 
coercion and violence. That alibi was made increasingly necessary by metropolitan 
critics of the colonial regime, by anti-colonial African radicals and activists (often 
writing from France, where the indigénat did not apply), by the increasingly 
managerial and bureaucratic approach to governance adopted at the colonial 
capitals, and by the growing attention paid to an administration that could never 
quite realize the claim that the empire represented a boon rather than a burden for 
the metropolitan state.110 

 
In this view, the colonial legislation served as rationalisation of a brutal rule which had 

become increasingly embarrassing to the Republican governing body. This, as well as 

other policies of the French colonial rule served as a facade.  

Engaging more specifically with code de l’indigènat, a central element of the French 

colonial legislation, Merle demonstrates that its set-up – although it did not constitute a 

unified legal device and thus was not a legal code per se but a heteroclite ensemble of 

rules and legal measures – is to be linked with a bureaucratic rationale which would 

attempt to normalise the colonial rule. She analyses the reasons for which this goal was 

not achieved. Yet, her demonstration points to the tensions at the core of the articulation 

of bureaucracy and central decision-making with the rule of exception that defined the 

French colonial rule. The goal announced at the Sénat in 1881 was to provide a framework 
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for the administrators to work. Yet on the other hand, the indigénat regime provided 

comfortable leeway to the administrator and to arbitrary decisions. A noticeable tension 

thus lay between imperial continuity, which would further the discriminative status of the 

colonised populations, warranting French domination against claims to legal rights and 

sovereignty of the colonised populations, and continuity of state, which would insert 

some coherence between the national and the colonial systems of rule.111  

More generally, this examination highlights the difficulties the French state 

encountered in order to maintain control over its own overseas governing body. By doing 

so, Merle interrogates the actuality of the direct rule model within the French colonial 

empire. Her demonstration is suggestive of the inadequacy of articulating the relationship 

of the French republican state with its colonies through the metropole vs colonies model 

– underlying Saada and Mann’s respective papers regarding the colonial legal system – 

for it could be fluctuant.  

Also suggestive of this inadequacy, Burbank and Cooper reflect on the fact that in 

1946, the organisation of the French empire was more complex than the binary 

metropole/colony division, if only because it comprised six kinds of entities: the 

metropole, overseas départements, territoires d’outre-mer, Algeria that was 

incorporated to the metropolitan governing structures, protectorates and mandates.112  

As stated earlier, this calls for a better understanding of the history of the Ministry 

of the Colonies in relation to the actual implementation of colonial policies designed by 

state policy-makers and its supervision. Yet, the colonial archives show the empirical 

continuity and discontinuities between the French national Republican state and its 

                                                             
111 Merle, ‘De La « légalisation » de La Violence En Contexte Colonial. Le Régime de l’indigénat En Question’. 
112 Jane Burbank and Frederick Cooper, ‘Empire, Droits et Citoyenneté, de 212 à 1946’, Annales. Histoire, Sciences 
Sociales 63, no. 3 (2008): 515-6. 



 190 

colonial empire from a bureaucratic perspective. In many respects, colonial territories 

operated as autocratic governments for all things related to local affairs and as 

delegations for affairs related to the French nation. The dividing line between the 

Republic and the colonies was neither geographic or political but primarily administrative 

– at least under the civilian rule. The examination of archives suggests that there is room 

for exploring colonial order in the French empire through a new paradigm. The latter 

consists in shifting from the metropole/periphery division to a dynamic and fluctuant line 

of division between central and local authority, with the premise that mainland France 

does not automatically equal central government in the colonies. On one side of the line 

was a system built in continuity and coherence with the national government, which was 

consistent. On the other side of the line was an un-ordered ensemble of superimposed 

decisions, decrees and measures, sometimes improvised, sometimes planned but marked 

by discontinuities and discrepancies. 

In that perspective, the DPPC, managed and organised with consistency and with a 

strict follow-up by the Ministry and accountability of the personnel in charge, testified to 

the administration of overseas French citizens. They remained part of the national 

Republican rule of law and therefore had an official existence in the national 

administration. Such a legal and administrative device did not exist for colonised 

populations. Separate civil status registers for citizens and colonised subjects was part of 

a segregation system that granted different rights and privileges depending on one’s 

social status. In that system, the legal statuses of citizen and subject matched the social 

statuses of citizen and indigène.113 

                                                             
113 Saada, ‘The Empire of Law: Dignity, Prestige, and Domination in the “Colonial Situation”’, 111 and 208. This 
issue is still accurate. The Socialist Party in Belgium recently advocated the access to archives to mixed-raced 
people who, in the absence of colonial civil status registries, do not have access to knowledge about their origins. 
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Subjects were ruled by an autocratic power, defined by the absence of the 

separation of powers characteristic of the rule of law. In that regime, accountability and 

administrative continuity were not relevant. The bureaucracy worked on an ad hoc basis 

without the necessity of coherence or consistency. Dareste, a leading contemporary legal 

expert on colonial law, notes that the statement found in the legal colonial apparatus: ‘Le 

gouveneur est le dépositaire de notre autorité dans la colonie’ bears no legal meaning. 

He admits that it should mean that the Governor General has extended powers of all 

sorts: military, administrative, justice, civil servants and administrators, relation with 

foreign governors, civil legislation, extraordinary powers (pouvoirs extraordinaires).114 In 

addition, Governors General were a ‘personne morale’, meaning that they constituted a 

juridical entity on their own.115 This constituted an exception to the Republican principle 

and rule.  

Because of this, and because of the remoteness and incompatibilities between 

policies designed in mainland France with local specificities, Dareste also attests that in 

practice the personality of colonial administrators played an important role in the 

implementation of the colonial rule. Situations were therefore very diverse from one 

location to another.116  

This exceptional ad hoc basis of the colonial rule was therefore justified by many 

contemporaries as a necessary compromise. Yet, it also constituted a convenient way to 

rationalise a regime that was inherently discriminatory, not just as a narrative in mainland 

France but also as a powerful tool to force an arbitrary rule onto colonised populations. 

                                                             
114 Pierre Dareste, Traité de Droit Colonial, vol. 1 (Paris: s.n., 1931), 75-8. 
115 Dareste, Traité de Droit Colonial, 90. 
116 Elikia M’Bokolo, ‘Age d’or Ou Crépuscule de La Colonisation - 1910-1940’, in Afrique Noire. Histoire et 
Civilisations. Du XIXe Siècle à Nos Jours, 2e ed., vol. 2 (Paris: Hatier - AUF, 2004): 354. 
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It was a way for the French state to alienate the colonies and their native populations 

while absorbing overseas governing bodies into a national framework – under the 

principle of exception. Decisions were made and could later be rationalised in retrospect 

thanks to the variety of administrative and decision-making tools at the disposal of 

administrators. What can be seen as an anomaly, as stated in the beginning of this 

chapter, from a governing and administrative standpoint, constituted an effective 

complement to the colonial repertoire of power, from a practical standpoint, which 

allowed for the rationalisation of an autocratic rule. It enabled the French colonial agents 

to assert domination while at the same time providing the rhetorical tools to rationalise 

domination. Said reminds us of the circular logic inherent to domination:  

We are dominant because we have the power (industrial, technological, military, 
moral), and they don’t, because of which they are not dominant; they are inferior, 
we are superior… and so on…117  

 
Here, it would be: we have the power so we make the rules, and they don’t; the rules are 

made in such way that we have the power and they don’t; and so on; with this nuance 

that rules could be made as it went.  

 

Conclusion 

This chapter showed that centralising information was an essential aspect of the 

daily running of the colonial governing bodies and offices, possibly at any hierarchical 

levels and in all territories. However, the type of centralisation could differ from one 

situation to another and one period to another. Moreover, one given ensemble of 

information could be aimed at different ends depending on who was using it – for 

                                                             
117 Edward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993): 127. 
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instance, in another political context and without colonial propaganda, the DABI could 

have very well been a formidable tool in support of a true education policy. A variety of 

archives existed for different uses, tasks and activities. It demonstrates that each archives 

is unique and used to different ends, making it difficult to address them outside the 

context of their making. The chapter also demonstrates that archives were a multifaceted 

tool in the French repertoire of power.  

The fact that these ensembles of records and documents could be the result of a 

deliberate choice (for example activities of surveillance and monitoring), and also the 

result of a de facto organisation that settled at some point, as the result of a complex 

balance between tensions related to a variety of tasks and missions, cannot be stressed 

enough. The trajectory and the development of DABI provided a good illustration for this. 

Created in 1917, the nature of the DABI was mainly settled as early as the 1920s, even if 

it was set to evolve. Its network was well established at the different hierarchical levels 

of the French colonial governing body. It developed in tandem with the French colonial 

policy while the Vietnamese anti-colonialist movements emerged. Its initial project 

focused on archives for their administrative utility as well as their historical value, to 

which libraries were added and later legal deposit. Over the years, however, the missions 

of the DABI, and in particular the legal deposit, reflected new priorities and concerns of 

the French authorities in the face of the “threat” posed by the revolutionary groups. 

The DABI was able to evolve in an original way and develop unique and original skills 

and techniques because the French “imperial” framework allowed it: the absence of 

general regulations or centralised management for colonial archives from the Ministry 

allowed Boudet's vision and ambition to take concrete form and for the French local 

colonial power to incorporate it. Boudet’s ambition for an exhaustive and comprehensive 
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cultural institution leading on the subject area of Indochina was possible because he had 

sufficient autonomy to do so in the environment he found himself, without supervision 

from the Ministry archive office or the national archives. He found a supporting ear, 

originally in the person of Albert Sarraut, Governor General of Indochina in 1917, who 

was a key figure in the design of the policy of mise en valeur des colonies colonies 

françaises policy. Its purpose was to enforce the French colonial domination. Culture and 

education were instrumental in this scheme.118  

In addition, this chapter showed that it would be wrong to assume or assert that 

there was a clear-cut distinction in the way records and archives were used to centralise 

information on individuals from the colonies depending on their status, French citizens 

and colonised populations (in other words in this specific context white people and 

people of colour): all archives combined, to a greater or lesser extent, elements of 

administration as well as surveillance. However, the ultimate aim of some was to ensure 

the continuity of the rule of law between mainland France and the colonies while others 

contributed to the alienation of entire nations from the very rule of law.  

The very existence of the DPPC, distinct from the rest of the colonial archives yet at 

the margins of the organisation of the Ministry, was an indicator of the ad hoc filtering 

role that the Ministry had and the discriminatory handling of the colonies. On the one 

hand, the DPPC constituted a collection of public records assembled as a unified and 

standardised administrative device, which “incorporated” the colonies to the French 

government, and therefore the Republic. On the other hand, the restrictive characteristic 

of the DPPC, only concerned with “Europeans” to the exclusion of the colonised 

                                                             
118 Albert Sarraut, La Mise En Valeur Des Colonies Françaises (Paris: Payot, 1923). 
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populations, as well as its confinement within the Ministry, away from equivalent national 

record collections, alienated the colonies from the Republic.  

It shows that in practice, the Ministry of the Colonies ruled not so much the colonies 

as the colonised populations themselves. Conversely, and in contrast, it administered 

French citizens in the colonies and ensured some liaising between them and mainland 

France. Furthering Chapter 3's conclusions about the decision-making process, this 

difference in terms of administrative process to which archives testify, confirms the 

importance of looking into bureaucratic processes to understand the tensions, limits and 

dynamics of the “boundaries” of the French Republic vis-à-vis its colonies.  

Finally, in support of the arguments raised by this chapter, it is worthy to note that 

the DPPC seems to constitute a striking, yet little-known, point of entry into post-colonial 

legacy and continuity, for: 

We cannot understand contemporary French Republicanism without 
understanding the simultaneously symbiotic and contradictory relationship which 
developed in the nineteenth century between ‘universal’ Republicanism, the 
‘assimilatory’ ‘civilizing mission’ and colonial practices of racialization and 
differential treatment’.119 

 
 The civil status office, an essential element in ‘colonial practices of racialisation’, as has 

been demonstrated in this chapter, remained the responsibility of the Ministry, even after 

the independence (of Indochina for instance) or after the départementalisation of 

Martinique, Guadeloupe, Guiana and Réunion.120 In 1957, the DPPC still consisted in an 

overwhelming task, which became more sensitive in some cases. For instance, the DPPC 
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in the Ministry of Overseas France was still in charge of collecting and delivering 

information regarding the French citizens from Indochina and Vietnam after their 

independence. The ‘circumstances’, namely ‘the situation often confusing of people 

concerned, lack or destruction of a lot of registries, repatriation of a lot of French citizens 

and the subsequent issues (war damage, building purchase, etc.)’ made the activity of the 

DPPC more difficult. The same note requested, for these reasons, that the Foreign Affairs 

ministerial department would help ‘in one way or another’, in the same way that the 

Ministry of Interior had already provided support.121 

 

 

                                                             
121 ANOM, Service XXXVII, 804, note du 13/03/1957 and courrier du ministre de l’Intérieur au ministre de la 
France d’Outre-Mer, 22/11/1948. 
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Chapter 5. 

Controlling the archives,  

asserting power 

 

 

The archives, which appear as a central component of a bureaucratic organisation 

that relies on paperwork, have little been explored in colonial bureaucracy. Writing 

practices and standards have been discussed1, but record-keeping and archives 

management are rarely seen as liaising items. Yet, Cooper and Stoler call for engaging the 

topic: ‘We need to ask harder questions about how official accounts were produced, 

transmitted, classified, and stored’.2  

Tiquet showed that the sole activity of report writing does not suffice to reflect the 

reality of the colonisation and of the activities of local administrators. He goes as far as 

claiming that the writing of reports was a ‘bluff’.3 This goes to show that only taking 

records into consideration in the written culture of administrative bodies does suffice to 

examine the practices of control and accountability across the chain of command. The 

                                                             
1 Amongst others, Goody, The Power Of The Written Tradition; Steinmetz, The Devil’s Handwriting: Precoloniality 
and the German Colonial State in Qingdao, Samoa, and Southwest Africa; Cohen, William B. Rulers of Empire: 

The French Colonial Service in Africa. Stanford: Hoover Institution Press, 1971. 
Stoler, Along the Archival Grain. Epistemic Anxieties and Colonial Common Sense.  
2 Cooper and Stoler, Tensions of Empire: Colonial Cultures in a Bourgeois World, 21. 
3 Tiquet, ‘De La Civilisation Par Le Travail à La Loi Du Travail: Acteurs, Economie Du Contrôle et Ordre Social Au 
Sénégal (Années 1920- Années 1960)’, 153-7. 
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circulation of reports were a necessity to controlling the governing body as a structure, 

and archives as fonds played an important role in it, which will be explored in this chapter.  

The purpose of the circulation of written documents and their storage and 

preservation – or lack thereof – was not so much what colonial agents were doing than 

being active, showing presence, and in short, setting marks over a territory. This 

circulation indeed marked a bureaucratic presence. It sustained and enabled a circuit, or 

a bone structure, upon which the French authority could rely. Exercising control over this 

circuit and its content appeared instrumental to the French colonial authorities. 

Chapters 3 and 4 engaged with the gathering and centralisation of archives in terms 

of organisation and the decision-making process (or the absence of a global central 

decision-making process) for the former and of information for surveillance purposes and 

administrative continuity for the latter. Both engaged on different levels with the 

management of French colonial archives, or lack thereof. This chapter addresses archives 

from another angle than that of management, namely their control, in order to explore 

whether or not, management aside, archives mattered to the French colonial power. And 

if so, when and why?  

The absence of an archival policy and of archival management across the French 

empire did not indeed testify to a lack of care for archives as a whole. When challenged, 

the French authorities showed initiative by protecting and keeping archives, and when 

under threat, regardless of the reason (climate, opponents, random loss and so on), the 

archives were protected by the French authorities and measures were taken, to some 

extent, to keep them safeguarded. A distinction has thus to be made between little care 

for archival management and great concern towards ownership of archives. 
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This chapter will show that in order to address this distinction, one has to explore 

three main “values” of the archives, which called for different measures and different 

priorities: political, administrative and historical. The historical value of archives, while 

regularly mentioned in the colonial setting, was never an actual trigger for any initiative 

on the part of the French decision-makers. It was generally acknowledged but came in 

second, when not simply considered superfluous.  

The political and administrative value of archives was more of a priority for France’s 

colonial governing elites, but with different results. In a colonial setting where European 

colonial powers were still in the process of building a narrative, partly based on treaties 

and paper-based “evidence”, to “legitimise” colonisation, archives were considered 

highly political objects, especially at the level of the Ministry of the Colonies. In that 

perspective, archives even when not managed, had to be protected at all costs. 

Ownership of archives was therefore often a trigger to create an archive office, as 

opposed to implementing a policy for their management.   

As for their administrative value, when taken into consideration, it appeared as a 

determining factor to trigger actual archives management. It was related to a 

bureaucratic rationale and organisation, which provided continuity of service, standard 

procedures as well as cohesiveness and consistency in the governing body.  

The combination of these three values of the archives, while obviously not clear-cut 

or set in stone, provides insight into the complexity of the French politics of colonial 

archives and the relationship of the French colonial governing elite to its archives. More 

precisely, it stresses the fact that in many respects, the notion of control of the archives 

was more relevant to French decision-makers for the colonies, than that of management. 

Controlling the ownership of the archives, their access, their destruction and sometimes 
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their circulation was a source of preoccupation for decision-makers; preservation and 

heritage was a different issue.  

The first part of this chapter will engage with different ways in which archives were 

put at risk, at least according to the sources (it is not necessarily exhaustive), and the 

reaction of the French colonial authorities to those risks. The eventuality of uncontrolled 

loss or destruction of archives was a major source of concern in the history of French 

colonial archives and a recurring issue in their history in the Ministry of the Colonies, in 

AOF and in Indochina. The anticipation of such events appeared instrumental in the 

decision of creating archive offices or in opening archivist positions – even not necessarily 

full-time or trained. This decision was distinct from the actual management of archives. 

As seen before, the existence of an archive office and an archivist position did not 

necessarily equate with effective or actual archives management. However, it will be 

shown that the primary motivation for creating and maintaining an archive office, even if 

not functional, was to keep control over archives as a property, to assert control over 

their destruction and to minimise the many risks of partial or total loss.  

The second part will focus more specifically on the Ministry of the Colonies, first by 

recounting a dispute over colonial archives with the French Ministry of Navy, and second 

by examining the reasons why the Ministry of the Colonies was reluctant to transfer a 

part of its archives to the National Archives. These two events will demonstrate the crucial 

importance of the colonial archives for the Ministry’s authority and exercise of power 

within the French government, and will illustrate, here again, the importance of 

distinguishing archival management from ownership of archives. 

The third part will focus on the importance of archives for continuity of office and 

service within the administration on the local level. Archives were instrumental as 
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administrative tools to liaise between offices and between administrators, especially in 

places where the turnover was high. They contributed to ensuring continuity and 

coherence to the governing body as they constituted traces of what had been done or 

already engaged by former administrators. In addition, they were instrumental in holding 

to account administrators and played a key role in their monitoring by their superiors in 

the colonial hierarchy. All in all, archives contributed to the reinforcement of the 

governing body through standard bureaucratic organisation. This bureaucratic rationale 

developed in Indochina but not in the Ministry and AOF, hinting at the fact that they both 

probably relied more on arbitrary decisions and individual initiatives than bureaucracy to 

assert French colonial power.  

 

Controlling the destruction and the access to the archives 

The potential causes for loss were various in the colonial context. Of course, the 

climate, insects and more generally environmental causes were regularly pointed to, 

especially in Indochina and AOF. Some examples have already been given and their 

mentions are too numerous to list.4 For example, to name but one in Indochina, insects 

and mice had destroyed a part of the archives composed of 1630 files.5 But other causes 

can be found in the course of history of those archives. Military conflicts and war were 

the cause with the potential for most damage. They prompted, when possible, evacuation 

plans for the archives.  

In 1940 in Indochina, a plan to evacuate the archives was put together in order to 

keep them safe in anticipation of the potential damage caused by the then ongoing 

                                                             
4 ANV, V2, 0047, rapport mensuel 1921. 
5 ANV, V2, 0047, rapport au chef de cabinet au sujet de la réorganisation des archives et bibliothèque de la 
résidence supérieure, 12/08/1921.  
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military conflict with Japan. In that perspective, alongside the evacuation of the archives 

from the repositories, three categories had been created for archives in the local offices 

and not yet transferred to the local and central repositories – in Indochina, the procedure 

of transfer allowed offices to keep their records for five years and a vast number of offices 

had secretaries in charge of record management specifically trained by Boudet and his 

team (see Chapter 2). The three categories were first, the archives to evacuate (archives 

à emporte) that consisted of ‘codes chiffrés, les registres de correspondance secrète en 

cours, quelques documents secrets importants indispensables à la marche réduite du 

service ou à la reprise ultérieure de son activité’. These records were to be kept to a 

minimum to facilitate their transportation. Second, the archives to burn before 

evacuation: they comprised secret files and more generally the records that should not 

be seen by the enemy. The third category of archive were all those that did not fall under 

the two previous categories. They were to remain as they were under the watch of one 

designated person.6 These instructions were to be applied only in the case of a rushed 

withdrawal (‘repli hâtif’). In the case of methodical evacuation (‘évacuation méthodique’), 

other instructions would be transmitted.  

The crucial importance of not allowing any potentially harmful information to be 

accessible by rivals is striking in this example. The categories of archives and their sorting 

by order of importance revolved around it. This supports the fact that archives were 

governing tools and shows that in the eye of the authorities, they had political value. It 

also appears in this case that the archives, or at least some of them, had an administrative 

value, as the records necessary to the operation of the department were of course to be 

taken by the administrators in case of evacuation. Here, in the midst of a crisis, came to 

                                                             
6 ANOM, INDO, RSTNF, 5718, circulaire au sujet de l’évacuation des archives, 25/09/1940. 
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the forefront the fact that preservation was not the main concern of the French local 

government: the most valuable political archives (secret files etc.) were preferred to be 

destroyed rather than protected, whereas administrative records, ensuring continuity of 

service, were to be taken only by necessity of service7. It is arguably a general rule valid 

at all times and in all areas: archives are highly valuable but their value is only ever 

conditional on the fact that they do not benefit a rival, then they might become 

dispensable. 

These evacuation plans and their design may have prompted persistent concerns 

on the part of the French authorities in Indochina, as in the late 1940s, a microfilming plan 

started with the objective to ‘reduce considerably the volume of the archives and to avoid 

the loss or destruction of particularly important records’. The DABI seemed indeed to be 

getting closer to its storage capacity limits in the face of the number of archives it had in 

its possession. The perspective of being able to move a large quantity of microfilmed 

archives more easily and in a drastically reduced volume was perceived as a significant 

advantage.8   

As a matter of fact, the aftermath of World War 2 showed that a number of archives 

from the Government General had been destroyed as the building was occupied by 

military troops, or had been sold. Boudet testified to it as he reported to the head of the 

colony that a large part of the records of Government General had disappeared, whether 

                                                             
7 This may be an important distinction, relevant in many countries and times, that helps to shed light on the 
misunderstandings and sometimes miscommunication between governments and the historian community (for 
which preservation of archives is an absolute and undeniable given) when they engage about the “importance” 
of archives. 
8 ANOM, INDO, RSA, B35 classeur 1, note circulaire sur la réorganisation de la documentation, 09/03/1948. 
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on purpose or lack of care. A part was destroyed, another part was sold at paper value.9 

This is only an example amongst several.  

Simone de Saint-Exupéry, in her private diary, also recounted the seemingly 

dramatic extent of the damage caused by military troops who occupied many 

administrative buildings (and private apartments and houses), including that of the 

archives. Apparently, one storage room for the archives was used as the latrine and some 

records as toilet paper.10 Boudet had warned about the attribution of his housing to a 

“foreigner” for archives required permanent surveillance.11 The damage done once the 

troops, including the French troops, had evacuated the facilities did not come as a surprise 

to the archivists.  

The damage and loss of archives related to military events can be spectacular, and 

maybe for that reason, are usually more easily identifiable in terms of timeline and event 

recounting, as long as sources are accessible to uncover them. But as spectacular as they 

were, they may have not been the most damaging to the archives, and in all cases they 

were not, by far, the only or main cause for damage. As early as 1923, Vignols highlighted 

that the most damaging for colonial archives was, on the one hand the lack of care and 

ignorance, and on the other hand the administrators themselves, some of whom 

retrieved records from the archives, resulting in their loss. Secondly came the active direct 

destruction of the archives by the administrators themselves. This could be supervised or 

not, spontaneous and random or methodical, but burning archives could be, in some 

cases, a way to conclusively hide confidential information or make evidence disappear: 

                                                             
9 ANV, V1 V3, 1840, rapport du directeur des archives et des bibliothèques au commissaire de la république pour 
le Tonkin et le Nord-Annam, 30/07/1946. 
10 Archives de Frédéric d’Agay, papiers de Simone de Saint-Exupéry, journal, année 1945. 
11 ANV, V1, 0088, lettre de Boudet au secrétaire général du gouvernement général, 29/05/1945. 
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Il va sans dire que dans les colonies, autrefois, pays de sans-gêne public et privé 
pour tous ceux qui, détenant une part quelconque d’autorité, officielle ou non, 
avaient envie d’en abuser, les causes indiquées ci-dessus en dernier lieu 
[dissimulating evidence], et qui sont les plus graves, de destruction des pièces 
historiques, jouèrent d’un rôle particulièrement considérable.12 

 
Even though Vignols seemed to imply that arbitrary rule and abuse in the colonies 

belonged to the past (he wrote his article in 1923), his hypothesis about unmonitored 

destruction of archives remains of course plausible in the early 20th century, without real 

possibility to investigate or demonstrate it. That being said, mentions found in the sources 

at my disposal indicate that it would be worthy of research, should it be feasible.13 

As different from each other as they were, a certain number of instances of 

voluntary yet unsupervised burning of archives were indeed reported. Some reports, 

written prior to the creation of an archive office or to set up guidelines for the creation of 

an archive office, mentioned such events. In Senegal in 1912, it was reported that there 

was not any archives because records destroyed when space was lacking. The older 

records on the shelves would be burned first without control.14 The report to this 

observation took an ironic tone that implied that the destruction of archives by the 

administrators themselves was to be considered a serious issue and a recurring 

occurrence: 

Le brûlement des papiers est heureusement une opération qui demande un effort 
un peu prolongé, sans quoi on aurait à déplorer des pertes encore plus grandes.15 

 
A peculiar episode in Indochina is worth mentioning in that regard, as the very 

archivist in charge of Cochinchina archives himself, burned a number of records without 

                                                             
12 Léon Vignols, ‘La Destruction d’archives Coloniales’, Revue de l’histoire Des Colonies Françaises 17, no. 1 (1929): 
45-6. 
13 This is also supported by Courteault, Les Archives Nationales de 1902 à 1936, 67. 
14 ANS, J97, Note n° 1 sur la question des archives en AOF, 14/10/1912. 
15 ANS, J97, annexe à a la note n° 1 sur la question des archives en AOF, 14/10/1912. 



 206 

any approval and in defiance of all procedures. It was reported to Boudet by a local 

administrator who had just returned from a leave of absence. Saint-Marty, in charge of 

said archive (and not a chartiste) decided to store all the records issued by the Conseil 

colonial in the repository under his supervision. The quantity of records did not make it 

possible and when Saint-Marty realised it, it was too late to stop. He then burned the 

records contained in three filing cabinets. He pretexted that duplicates of these records 

existed, which the author of the letter denied.16 

Saint-Marty was also accused of retrieving sensitive documents from the archives 

to keep them to himself or of misplacing them, including confidential documents. Thirty 

files were found, allegedly misplaced by Saint-Marty.17 

This story had many ramifications that I was not able to fully uncover. It seems that 

Mr. de Saint-Marty was summoned before a disciplinary committee and it is not quite 

clear whether he was sanctioned. De Saint-Marty seemed to have had an unusual 

trajectory himself, he was not employed by Boudet with whom he seemingly had difficult 

relations, at least for a while. After this book-burning episode and the disciplinary 

committee, it seems that Saint-Marty was reinstated in his position or at least a close one 

– although I have found contradictory information about this.  

The unsupervised burning of archives by an archivist himself was certainly a rare 

event, rare enough to be mentioned. It was, however, more likely that administrators 

proceeded to burn records in the absence of official procedures and instructions. While 

it is, by definition, difficult to assess the quantity or volume and types of archives that 

were destroyed as the result of individual unmonitored initiatives, the elements found in 

                                                             
16 ANV, C2(02), 0160, lettre de G. Bouchot, 21/09/1926. 
17 ANV, C2(02), 0160, lettre de G. Bouchot, 21/09/1926. 
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the sources seem to indicate that it should not be overlooked and was indeed non-

negligible. In Indochina unexplained missing records were therefore reported, for 

example the Annam kings genealogy, a document bearing historical value.18 This 

corroborates Vignols’ demonstration about the motivation for starting to log, mark and 

monitor public records in governing bodies. According to him, the acts of destruction of 

archives were ‘innumerous’.19 He also points to the fact that the listing, counting and 

ultimately management of archives was the best way to ensure their safety. 

Supporting Vignols’ point on the late acknowledgement that public records were 

not private papers and were ‘patrimoine intangible’ – even though it was of course not 

implemented as such in the colonies –, the Government General in Indochina showed 

concern for ensuring the safety of the colonial records in its possession. A circular from 

21 October 1913 ordered that records of administrators who deceased while in activity 

be sealed, should it be thought that they comprised documents susceptible of being 

stolen or retrieved.20 This measure was meant to prevent any leak of documents without 

the knowledge of the French authorities.   

In the aftermath of the Puech incident in 1907 already mentioned in Chapter 3, in 

which the French senator Puech claimed he had retrieved documents from the archives 

in AOF21, concern occurred on the part of the Ministry of the Colonies, prompting a 

reminder to all colonies: 

J’insiste pour que vous fassiez en sorte que le personnel placé sous vos ordres se 
pénètre de cette idée que les documents officiels de toute espèce, confidentiels ou 

                                                             
18 ANV, V2, 0047, rapport au chef de cabinet au sujet de la réorganisation des archives et bibliothèque de la 
résidence supérieure, 12/08/1921. 
19 Vignols, ‘La Destruction d’archives Coloniales’, 45. 
20 ANOM, INDO, GGI, 15200, lettre du ministère des Colonies au gouverneur général de l’Indochine au sujet de 
la revendication des documents administratifs ou politiques ayant été détenus par des fonctionnaires décédés,  
04/06/1914. 
21 ANOM, Service XLIV, 923, circulaire du ministre des Colonies aux gouverneurs généraux au sujet de la 
surveillance à exercer sur les archives des différents services des colonies, 21/12/1907. 
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non, sont la propriété exclusive de l’administration coloniale. Tout fonctionnaire qui 
en ferait usage en dehors du service soit en les communiquant à des personnes 
étrangères à l’administration soit en leur révélant le contenu commettrait donc non 
seulement une faute administrative mais encore un véritable abus de confiance.  
Je vous invite en conséquence à informer le personnel de la colonie que vous 
administrez qu’il lui est formellement interdit de distraire des archives aucune pièce 
officielle soit en original soit en copie.22 
 
Some concrete examples of such practices have been found. For instance, in the 

1910s, the Governor General and his staff chased down the location of some records 

related to the frigate Méduse. Camille Guy had consulted them during his time as 

Governor in Senegal and took them with him to his next appointment in Réunion. After 

being reminded to return them, he declared having sent them back and that they would 

arrive on the ‘next ship.’23 

Camille Guy seems to have persisted in his habit to “borrow” items from the 

archives. In 1931, after he passed away, the archivist of the Ministry of the Colonies, Paul 

Roussier, was asked by the archivist in Réunion to return a file that had been borrowed 

by Guy in exchange for ‘his promise that he would return it as soon as he would not need 

it anymore’. It was found out that this file, the correspondence of Pierre Poivre, was in 

the hands of Roussier who of course sent it back.24 

These were two occurrences of a practice that may have been more general and in 

any case difficult to fully assess. Some sources point to the fact that the retrieving of 

records from archives, and more generally leaks, were a source of recurring concern in 

the colonial governing bodies, whether justified or not. Reminders that administrators 

were forbidden under any circumstances to retrieve records from the archives were sent 

                                                             
22 ANV, V10, 5556, courrier du ministre des Colonies au gouverneur général de l’Indochine au sujet de la 
surveillance à exercer sur les archives des différents services des colonies, 09/04/1908. 
23 ANS, J97, lettre du cabinet du gouverneur de la Réunion au gouverneur général d’Indochine, 01/05/1910. 
24 ANOM, Service XLVI, 955, lettre du gouverneur de l’île de la Réunion au ministre des Colonies, 10/07/1931; 
lettre du ministre des Colonies au gouverneur de l’île de la Réunion, 08/10/1931. 
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regularly. In one of them, for instance, they are reminded that records should never be 

kept in their homes whatever their position and rank in the hierarchy may be. These acts 

would considered a ‘détournement de papiers publics que l’administration ne saurait 

tolérer’ and could be sanctioned.25 

It is of course difficult to assess the reality of such claims. First, the source of the 

assertion is impossible to trace back and in the absence of the details of its origin, one 

cannot assess if it was evidence-based or based on rumours. Second, if the assertion was 

real, it is impossible to assess the extent to which it consisted in a common habit. 

Nevertheless, “leaks” and “borrowing” of records did happen, even at the highest level of 

responsibility, as illustrated by Puech and Guy.  

 Some records could also merely be involuntarily misplaced or lost. For example, the 

DABI in Indochina lent some records to the Ministry of Navy in 1936 for an exhibition (one 

can assume, without certainty, that it was the Universal Exhibition in 1937). One of the 

files was not returned to DABI. Charles Braibant, Director of the Navy archives at the time, 

sent a letter explaining that despite giving back himself all the borrowed documents, the 

missing ‘item’ that Boudet was looking for was still in the hands of the Commissariat of 

the exhibition. He could not provide more details and suggested that Boudet ask the 

Agence de l’Indochine.26 This was an isolated event and one can assume that it was not 

specific to the colonial archives. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the DABI was at least 

able to identify missing items and investigate them because of their methodical and 

                                                             
25 ANV, V10, 5556, circulaire du ministre des Colonies aux gouverneurs généraux et gouverneurs des colonies, 
commissaires de la république au Cameroun et au Togo et administrateur des îles St-Pierre et Miquelon au sujet 
de la possession irrégulière de documents administratifs, 18/07/1917. 
26 ANV, L32, 838, courrier à Monsieur Charles Braibant, directeur des archives du Ministère de la Marine, 
11/09/1936. 
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organised archives. In contrast, it is safe to assume that many potential missing files in 

AOF or the Ministry of the Colonies went unnoticed.  

Also worthy to mention, although unfortunately not explorable within the 

framework of this research, is the possibility of leaks from Vietnamese and Senegalese 

employees in the French colonial governing bodies, respectively in Indochina and AOF. 

This circular from Indochina in 1918 insisted on the confidentiality of some 

communications and the importance of trustworthy code translators. It was sent as the 

Higher Resident in Tonkin noticed that confidential documents had circulated outside the 

administration. An investigation showed that the leak did not come from his close 

collaborators, therefore he suspected other agents., namely translators, who were 

usually locals.27  

The reliance on local secretaries and translators was indeed, in some circumstances, 

subject to suspicion, including in relation to archives; explicit or implied, tensions were 

constant. While many mentions of the “loyalty” of Vietnamese secretaries can be found 

in the records of Indochina, in 1945, as the French colonial power had been seriously 

challenged for the first time, a change of tone can be noticed: ‘leur attitude au cours des 

évènements de 1945 n’eût point permis leur réintegration’.28 

Perhaps more surprisingly, suspicion, or at least caution with regards to access, 

could also occur between archive offices; and the line of confidentiality could be arbitrary. 

In 1933, it was requested that Rémy Bourgeois, one of the archivists in Indochina, who 

was on leave in France at that time, would go to the Ministries of the Colonies, Navy and 

                                                             
27 ANV, V10, 5556, note confidentielle du résident supérieur au Tonkin aux inspecteurs et administrateurs chefs 
de province au Tonkin, commandants de territoires militaires, administrateurs en mission à Lai-Chân, et 
administrateurs maires de Hanoi et de Haiphong, 21/10/1908. 
28 ANV, V1 V3, 1838, courrier de Bourgeois au commissaire de la république en Cochinchine, 24/06/1946. 
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Foreign Affairs to locate some records concerning the history of Indochina in order to fill 

in some gaps that had been identified in the archives of Indochina. More specifically, 

Bourgeois was commissioned to find a voluminous documentation on the conquest of 

Cochinchina between 1857 and 1862 and on the diplomatic negotiations with the “empire 

of Annam.”29  

The Minister of the Colonies replied to this request with a formal reminder. He 

agreed to give Bourgeois the authorisation to access some of the records. But at the same 

time, he firmly reminded the recipient of the letter, the Governor General of Indochina, 

of some boundaries by refusing that these records leave the repository, even in the form 

of copies. 

In addition, he subtly reminded Masson of his position in the hierarchy. The 

underlying tone of this letter is of importance here, as Masson is reminded of a rule that 

he obviously already knew: 

J’appelle votre attention sur le fait que le règlement du 29 janvier 1913 relatif aux 
conditions de consultation des archives coloniales, stipulant son article 15 ‘les 
documents relatifs aux époques postérieures à 1848 ne pourront être 
communiqués qu’à titre exceptionnel, sous les conditions déterminées par le 
ministre pour chaque cas, suivant la nature des documents et après avis favorable 
de la commission des archives.’ 
La publication in extenso et avec autorisation officielle des documents de ce genre 
pourrait entraîner des inconvénients qui ne vous échappent certainement pas.30 

 
While all these ministries could be of course cautious about their archives, it is interesting 

to note that in this case, Bourgeois, himself a colonial administrator and colonial archivist, 

was treated as an external reader requesting permission to access the Ministry’s 

documentation and was reminded of the legislation. In other cases, exceptions to this rule 

                                                             
29 ANV, F5 V5, 0584, courrier au gouverneur général, 14/03/1933.  
30 ANV, F5 V5, 0584, courrier du ministre des Colonies au gouverneur général de l’Indochine, 09/06/1933. 
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could be made within the archivist community. The tone was very formal with patronising 

hints, which can be seen as a reminder, for the Governor General, Pierre Pasquier, and by 

extension his administration, of their subaltern position to the Ministry of the Colonies 

and any other ministry for that matter. 

The reply of the Minister of Foreign Affairs was also cautious but the tone more 

collaborative: 

Je dois toutefois appeler votre attention sur le caractère de cette documentation 
qui, même pour l’époque du Second Empire, doit être regardée encore comme 
étant d’ordre plus administratif qu’historique et dont la communication, pour cette 
raison, a été jusqu’ici réservée bien que les archives de mon département soient en 
principe ouvertes aux recherches jusqu’en 1871. 
Il vous appartiendra donc de lui garder ce caractère à Hanoi comme à Paris, et je 
vous prierai, au cas où la consultation vous en serais demandée à fin de publication, 
de vouloir bien m’en référer.31 

 
In this instance, Bourgeois was treated as a close collaborator and allowed a certain level 

of “clearance”, which he was not granted by the department of the Colonies. This reflects 

a feeling of vulnerability on the part of the Ministry of the Colonies. At that time, in the 

1930s, fingers had already been pointed at the Ministry in national newspapers and the 

national government for its poor management of archives. This could explain, at least 

partly, why the tone of the reply to Bourgeois’ request suggested that it was perceived as 

an intrusion.  

All these excerpts related to the loss and access to archives appear disconnected 

from each other but it would be wrong to assume that they were anecdotal. On a related 

topic, Gerson explored the thought-provoking 'history of forgetting’: 

The study of forgetting also runs into practical and methodological difficulties. 
Scholars have found it easier to investigate what we know than what, how, or why 
we do not know. Forgetting is decreed less often than commemoration; as a 

                                                             
31 ANV, F5 V5, 0584, courrier du ministre des Affaires étrangères à Pierre Pasquier, gouverneur général de 
l’Indochine, 23/05/1933. 
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political undertaking, it tends to conceal its own operations; and, when it is 
successful, traces can prove elusive.32 

 
The sensitive and political nature of archives and the secretive nature of archives 

smuggling combined with the scattered nature of archival loss and destruction make the 

investigation of missing files very challenging for historians. One can only observe, report, 

and acknowledge the recurring episodes and mentions of archives loss and destruction, 

be it voluntary or not. It is virtually impossible to assess the actuality of their impact as a 

whole and to gather a coherent, let alone chronological, historiographical narrative of 

those types of events. Nevertheless, they were the result of environmental 

circumstances, activities and initiatives of individuals inside the very governing bodies. 

They simply cannot be denied and prompted a genuine critical concern for control and 

access to archives on the part of the governing powers.  

The issue of unsupervised destruction of records by local administrators and the 

necessity to have full control over the destruction as well as access to the archives can 

indeed be identified as a common trigger, for AOF and Indochina, to create an archives 

service. It was pointed as a serious issue in both cases and the implementation of a 

methodical approach to the destruction of archives was advised.33 

While the issue of the control of the destruction of archives triggered the creation 

of an archive office in Indochina, it is interesting to note that originally, the suggestion 

seemed to have come from EFEO.34 The argument made by Louis Finot, then Director of 

EFEO also revolved around the loss of historical archives, as opposed to their destruction 

                                                             
32 Stéphane Gerson, ‘Remembering and Forgetting’, in A Cultural History of Memory in the Nineteenth Century, 
by Susan A. Crane (London; New York; Oxford; New Delhi; Sydney: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020): 158. 
33 ANS, J97, annexe à a la note n° 1 sur la question des archives en AOF du 14/10/1912. 
34 Capot, ‘La Bibliothèque et Les Archives de l’École Française d’Extrême-Orient : De La Constitution à La Crise de 
La Décolonisation (1898-1957) [Provisional Title]’, especially chapter 3. 
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by administrators.35 Indeed, Boudet’s mission to assess the archives in Indochina in 1917 

was achieved under the umbrella of EFEO. So, archives were still, at that time, considered 

for their historical value and the EFEO offered to intervene after records were deemed 

“useless” by the governing body. Yet, just after Boudet submitted his report, it was 

decided that the newly created archive office would remain internal to the Government 

General and, at least at the very beginning, would focus on the supervision and 

monitoring of the destruction of records rather than their preservation – although it soon 

evolved for the reasons discussed in Chapter 2. 

It seems that the turning point for the creation of an archive office in Indochina was 

the discussion of Boudet’s report by a commission, which issued an assessment of the 

report, rendering a positive response under the condition that some aspects would be 

adjusted. The general sentiment of this assessment was a unanimous agreement over the 

fact that French archives in Indochina needed to be controlled and that the creation of a 

department dedicated to it was a necessity. The official order creating the department of 

archives and libraries in Indochina put ‘permanent control’ of archives and libraries 

(public libraries at first; administrative libraries would be added later) at the centre of the 

latter’s tasks as the title of its draft indicated: ‘projet d’arrêté organisant une direction et 

un contrôle permanent des archives et des bibliothèques de l’Indochine.’36  

The points that prompted more discussion however were related to the definition 

of ‘archives repositories’ and ‘public records’ (papiers publics). It was ultimately decided 

that the transfer procedures to the central repository for archives would be settled later 

as they apparently needed further discussion. Until then, the purpose of ‘permanent 

                                                             
35 ANV, V1 V2, 454, courrier du directeur de l’EFEO au gouverneur général de l’Indochine au sujet des archives 
coloniales locales, 06/05/1913. 
36 ANV, V0, 0087, extrait du Journal Officiel du 02/10/1918. 
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control’ from the archive office would only apply to the archives that the offices would 

transfer on their own initiative. It was explicitly stipulated that each office would, for the 

time being, keep full authority over the appreciation of the records they would not need 

anymore and were ready to be transferred to the archive office. The archive office had 

no authority over each office’s archives, but this new procedure meant that the offices 

and departments of the French colonial administration could no longer proceed, on their 

own decision, to destroy some records, and that they had to send away their ‘old records’ 

no longer in use in order to leave to a different authority the decision about whether to 

destroy them.37 It was also insisted that under this new procedure, each office would keep 

full control over the records they wanted to keep by themselves or transfer. The 

procedure only concerned the actual destruction of documents.38 At that stage, the 

archive office was therefore about the management of the destruction of archives, not 

archives management as such, and the main value of archives was historical and arguably 

political, although it was not clearly stated.39  

In Indochina, formal procedures were set up to select and destroy a selection of 

archives. It was centralised and the list of selected archives had to be validated in a 

committee created in 1917 and composed of the General Inspector of Public Education, 

the Chief Administrator of the Government General, the Director of Archives, the director 

of the Ecole française d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO) and a commis of the civil service.40 I was 

not able to locate the minutes and proceedings of this commission, but some elements 

seem to indicate that this procedure happened on a regular basis. Some documents also 

                                                             
37 ANV, V0, 0087, extrait du Journal Officiel du 02/10/1918. 
38 ANV, V0, 0087, extrait du Journal Officiel du 02/10/1918. 
39 ANV, V0, 0087, extrait du Journal Officiel du 02/10/1918. 
40 ANV, V1, 050, extrait de l’article 12 de l’arrêté du 29/11/1917 instituant une commission supérieure 
administrative de surveillance des archives à Hanoi et des commissions de surveillance locales. 
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point to the fact that the selected records were sold to companies that “recycled” paper 

and therefore guaranteed the destruction of the records.41 In 1940, as a result of the war, 

such companies had difficulties producing paper because of lack of raw material and the 

governing bodies were required to proceed to an exceptional gathering of all “old papers” 

and dispensable records in order to provide material for the production of paper.42 Some 

sources seem to indicate that this procedure was based on what was done in mainland 

France.43 In the absence of more detailed sources, it is impossible to assess the volume 

and recurrence of such destructions, but an Indochinese record from 1921 indicates that 

the General Treasurer (Trésorier général) of Indochina sent 4 tons of records for 

destruction (it could have included books as well, the exact content is not displayed).44  

Alongside the destruction of a selection of records prior to their transfer and 

integration to the repositories, exceptional sorting out could be undertaken when 

repositories were full. For instance, in 1946, the Cochinchina repository was almost at its 

full capacity and its director proposed that a general sorting out would be done to select 

the records that could be sent for destruction in order to make room in the repository.45 

This was of course a formal and official procedure.  

The importance given to controlling the destruction of records was highlighted on 

several occasions. In February 1918, as the Governor General, Albert Sarraut, circulated a 

note inviting local administrations to consider selling their records that were no longer in 

                                                             
41 ANV, V1 V3, 0589, circulaire du gouverneur général de l’Indochine aux chefs des administrations locales et 
chefs des services relevant du gouvernement général au sujet de la mise en vente des archives inutiles, 08(or 
06)/03/1918. 
42 ANV, V1, 050, circulaire du gouvernement général aux chefs d’administrations locales, 21/05/1940.  
43 ANV, V1, 8277, circulaire du gouverneur général de l’Indochine aux chefs des administrations locales et chefs 
de service relevant du gouvernement général concernant la mise en vente des archives inutiles, 26/02/1918. 
44 ANV, V1, 050, courrier du trésorier général de l’Indochine au directeur des archives et bibliothèques du 
gouvernement général,24/03/1921. 
45 ANV, V1 V3, 1838, courrier Bourgeois au commissaire de la république en Cochinchine, 24/06/1946. 



 217 

use to paper companies with the obligation of destroying them. Following this note, he 

was reminded that the destruction of those records should not be left to local assessment 

and initiative. He thus sent a complementary circular, in March, reminding staff that prior 

to selling the volumes of papers, their selection ought to be approved by the Director of 

DABI, Paul Boudet.46  

It is thus not clear whether the destruction committee was actually in motion and 

operational, although in all cases Boudet did supervise the process. In addition, another 

document mentions several commissions set up to assist Boudet ‘in the sorting out and 

destruction of dispensable records.’47 

Here again, the absence of a global archival policy in the French empire meant the 

absence of a global standard policy for the destruction of records as well. While this 

seemed to have been mostly non-challenging, in some instances, it prompted a reaction 

from the Ministry of the Colonies. In 1923, order was given to every office in Indochina to 

put all destruction of records on hold. The then ongoing procedure in Indochina meant 

that records eligible for destruction had to be older than 10 years, so in 1923, records 

dating from 1913 were at risk of destruction. This caused concern in the Ministry where 

records from 1914 to 1920 could be needed for military affairs such as pensions and so 

on.48 Interestingly, this order to stop the destruction of archives was sent directly from 

the Ministry to local offices despite the fact that they were under the direct supervision 

                                                             
46 ANV, V1, 8277, circulaire du gouverneur général de l’Indochine aux chefs des administrations locales et chefs 
de service relevant du gouvernement général concernant la mise en vente des archives inutiles, 26/02/1918; 
circulaire du gouverneur général de l’Indochine aux chefs des administrations locales et chefs de service relevant 
du gouvernement général concernant la mise en vente des archives inutiles, 06/03/1918. 
47 Boudet, ‘Les Archives et Les Bibliothèques de l’Indochine’, 14. 
48 ANV, V1, 8277, circulaire du gouverneur général de l’Indochine aux chefs des administrations locales et chefs 
de service relevant du gouvernement général concernant le sursis de destruction d’archives antérieures à dix 
ans, 10/09/1923.  
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of the Government General, without any distinction in terms of responsibility or 

jurisdiction.49  

In 1937, the issue reoccurred as the Ministry faced difficulties with administering 

the “indigènes” pensions, because records were missing. This time, offices that were 

holding such records were specifically targeted and told not to destroy them for at least 

35 years because ‘de graves inconvénients’ could result from it.50  

In AOF, while the procedures for the destruction of records have not been 

identified, the very creation of the archive offices in 1911 was motivated by controlling 

the loss and destruction of records, although as seen previously, it arguably did not 

succeed in that regard.  

 

Controlling the ownership of the archives  

The situation of the Ministry of the Colonies concerning access to its archives is of 

specific interest as it illustrates the distinction that must be made between ensuring 

ownership and control of an archive and ensuring archives management. It also shows 

why it mattered in the exercise of power as well as the way archives represented a 

political asset, despite not necessarily being primarily used for administrative purposes. 

Two specific aspects will be developed, the first one being a dispute over archives with 

the Ministry of Navy and the second one is the opportunity to transfer some of its archives 

to the French National Archives. 

                                                             
49 This is another illustration of the fact that the Ministry, when needed, had to operate on a global scale across 
the French colonial empire but that these initiatives, alongside the DPPC, only remained targeted and sporadic 
(as seen in Chapter 4). 
50 ANV, V1, 8277, circulaire du gouverneur général de l’Indochine aux chefs des administrations locales et chefs 
de service relevant du gouvernement général, 12/03/1937. 
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The Ministry of the Colonies mostly kept a defensive position as far as communicating 

archives went, even though there was a genuine awareness of the utmost importance of 

its collections for history. Upon the creation of the Ministry in 1894, the archives were 

going to be a critical element in establishing its legitimacy within the French government. 

As a new ministry inheriting tasks and missions from another major ministry such as the 

Ministry of Navy, tensions were perceptible between the two. The Ministry of the 

Colonies had to exercise several functions related to French sovereignty in the colonies in 

direct rivalry with large government ministries such as War or Foreign Affairs, whose 

legitimacy chronologically dated much further back. As a new department, the Ministry 

of the Colonies had to rapidly establish within the government the frontiers of its own 

jurisdiction, meaning the colonies.  

This became particularly visible when the Ministry of Navy directly threatened the 

archives of the Ministry of the Colonies at its creation, confirming the “fragility” of the 

newly created ministry. The Navy archives and the colonial archives were originally one 

single fonds. The two had been separated in 1860 when the Minister of Algeria and the 

Colonies was created, for only two years. The Colonies administration then went back to 

the Ministry of Navy, as a Secretariat, where the Navy archives and the Colonial archives 

remained physically separated but in the same location under the umbrella of the 

Ministry of Navy.  

In 1893, the Ministry of the Colonies had not yet been officially created, but the offices 

of the secretary for the Colonies, and their archives, had already moved out of the 

Ministry of Navy building to what would become its new location, a few months later for 

its official creation. Following this move, Admiral Henry Rieunier, the Minister of Navy, 

sent a letter on 31 July 1893 to the Minister of the Colonies requesting the establishment 
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of a commission of revision for the splitting of colonial archives between the Navy and 

the Colonies.51 In this letter, the Minister of Navy expressed concerns about the transfer 

of the colonial archives, which he described as a loss, and questioned the division of the 

two fonds as it then existed: 

Grâce au voisinage des deux dépôts [Navy and colonial archives repositories] et à 
l’obligeance du personnel des Colonies, les conséquences de la création du dépôt 
colonial et celles des erreurs commises au préjudice de la Marine, lors du partage 
des documents, ne se sont pas fait trop vivement sentir. Il n’en sera plus de même 
après le départ des archives coloniales.52 

 
The revision of the splitting of archives requested by the Navy concerned 

approximately 350 items, all considered obsolete since they dated from a former period 

of conquest, before the establishment of a “formal” colonisation, or concerned colonies 

that France had “lost”53. These archives no longer had any administrative use despite 

having historical value. It may therefore appear surprising that two of the main ministries 

of the French government at the time mobilised efforts and energy during four years, 

when both parties came to an agreement, over these records that were of no real 

administrative interest. 

In 1896, events accelerated. The core of the Ministry of the Colonies’ strategy then 

set up was the Higher Commission for Colonial Archives and Libraries (Commission 

Supérieure des Archives et de la Bibliothèque Coloniales) created on this occasion on the 

model of the archival commissions already existing in other ministries. It was created by 

                                                             
51 ANOM, Service I, 61, double du PV de la séance de la commission supérieure des archives coloniales du 
12/07/1896. 
52 ANOM, Service I, 61, double du PV de la séance de la commission supérieure des archives coloniales du 
12/07/1896. 
53 As a comparison regarding the importance and volume, at that time the whole fonds of Canada and annexes 
(Canada et annexes) comprised 217 registers. The archives claimed by the Navy were 27 registers from 1658 to 
1818 related to South East Asia (Extrême-Orient), 21 registers from the Compagnie des Indes, 1 volume related 
to Siam from 1687 to 1689, 5 volumes related to Terre-Neuve from 1712 to 1814. Moreover, the Navy reserved 
the right to claim rights over archives of Canada, that is to say 225 volumes (Terre-Neuve included): ANOM, 
Service I, 61, double du PV de la séance de la commission supérieure des archives coloniales du 12/07/1896. 
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decree of 20 June 1896 and its first meeting was held on 12 July 1896.54 It was mainly 

composed of politicians and/or people in strategic position to allow the Ministry of the 

Colonies to establish and assert its authority over the requested records. 

A key figure in this dispute over archives was Aristide Guët, the archivist in charge 

of the fonds of the Colonies when they still belonged to the Ministry of the Navy. He had 

created their classification system and had classified them. He also had attended the 

original splitting between the Navy and the Colonies. After 1894, he remained in the 

Ministry of Navy with not nearly as many responsibilities as before since “his” archives 

had been moved.  

The commission members, who saw the potential asset Guët’s input would be, had 

to urge the Minister of the Colonies to appoint him to the commission as he was not a 

man of power and influence. The other members of the commission were indeed 

deputies, senators, members of the Institut (academics), members of the Académie 

française, heads of office at the Ministry etc.55 Guët’s name had hence been ignored by 

the Minister in the decree first establishing the commission. Yet from the first session, he 

appeared essential, as indicated by a letter from the Chairman of the Commission to the 

Minister of the Colonies, who insisted he should be appointed: 

Monsieur Guët a vécu pendant trente-cinq ans au milieu des archives maritimes et 
coloniales et il les connaît admirablement […] Or sur cette question [the Navy’s 
claim] M. Guët, sollicité officieusement par monsieur Tantet [the archivist of the 
new Ministry of the Colonies] avant la constitution de la section spéciale, nous a 
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remis une note très complète qui nous permettra de poursuivre avec avantage les 
négociations qui vont s’engager. La présence de M. Guët serait donc très utile, peut-
être même indispensable. Je me permettrais d’ajouter que M. Guët serait peut-être 
douloureusement affecté de cette exclusion qui récompenserait mal le zèle et le 
dévouement qu’il apporte à la défense de nos intérêts et qu’il pourrait peut-être 
nous refuser dans l’avenir son concours officieux pour les renseignements que le 
département aurait à lui demander.56 

 
Guët thus appeared as a central figure in this dispute over archives (and the following 

events would confirm it). He was eventually nominated and attended the second general 

meeting of the Commission. 

The conclusions of this meeting were regrets about the fact that the Ministry of 

the Colonies committed to providing a response to the Ministry of Navy because the 

members of the Commission felt that was implicitly acknowledging the validity of the 

claim. They would have preferred the status quo, so they nonetheless developed, mostly 

through the efforts and advice of Guët, a strategy that would prove to be efficient.57  

The possibility of setting up a commission of revision, which in their view had to 

be avoided, was then dismissed and the members believed that they should seek to gain 

time before entering any other form of negotiation process. In terms of concrete 

measures, Pauliat (Senator) first proposed sending a counterclaim to the Navy listing 

archival and library materials left to the Navy that the Colonies would be entitled to claim 

back on behalf of the same principles outlined by the Navy. Guët, who knew the archives 

very well, would be responsible for establishing this list.58 The collections of the library 
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indeed mostly stayed at the Ministry of Navy while, according to Guët, they had belonged 

to the former Ministry of Algeria and the Colonies and were therefore part of the heritage 

of the Colonies.59 Le Myre de Vilers (MP appointed to the Commission at its second 

general meeting) proposed giving the Navy a few records that were ‘useless’ or 

dispensable to the Colonies. Again, Guët appeared in the best position to establish that 

list.60 

While these lists were to be established, the possibility of sending to the Navy a 

reply aimed at buying them time with a disguised threat of complications was raised.61 

But before this letter was even written and sent, the Navy sent two letters to the Minister 

of the Colonies. The first, dated 16 January 1897, reminded the latter of his commitment 

to consider a revision of the division of archives. It mentioned that the Minister of Navy 

had previously been assured by the Minister of the Colonies that the delay in response 

was only due to the establishment of a Higher Commission for Colonial Archives. Since he 

had noticed the official announcement of the creation of the Commission in the Journal 

officiel of 22 June 1896, he was getting back to the Minister of the Colonies.62  

The second letter, dated 29 January 1897, only a few days later, showed a 

remarkable change of tone: the question now was not that of revising the division but a 
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simple concern about the accuracy of information regarding the mere location of the 

fonds, as the catalogue of the archives of Ministry of the Navy was being printed: 

La révision qui est demandée depuis quelques années n’a pas pour but de favoriser 
un dépôt d’archives plutôt qu’un autre, mais bien d’éviter des erreurs de recherches 
et de faciliter la tâche aux personnes qui se livrent à des travaux historiques.’63 

 
The tone was suddenly more conciliatory and the Navy implicitly informed the Colonies 

that it had abandoned its claim. Without any certainty about this sudden change of tone, 

it seems that the Navy Department was going through a transition period at the time. 

Indeed, on 4 December 1899, a renewed Commission for Navy Archives (Commission des 

Archives de la Marine) was established in this Ministry after the former was dissolved and 

the “fonds anciens” (up to 1790) were transferred to the National Archives.64 

The Higher Commission for Colonial Archives therefore considered it unnecessary 

to send the reply they had in mind but instead ‘sans dire que le Ministère des Colonies 

renonce à ses prétentions, d’établir nettement son intention de maintenir le statu quo.’65 

Between February and December 1897, this dispute found its final resolution: some 

‘dispensable’ fonds were given to the Navy and the records of the Colonies personnel, 

which were kept in the Navy’s premises, were handed over to the Colonies. A status quo 

was then adopted by each party regarding the rest of the fonds.66 

This battle of several years between two ministerial departments shows that archives 

were an object of tension between two ministries otherwise related historically. Here, 

archives were an attribute to the Ministry of the Colonies. These archival fonds, while 
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disputed, constituted a heritage that the department of the Colonies claimed as its own 

and they were proof of a long past (some documents dated back to the sixteenth century) 

with a rich history (attested to by the volume of records) and a major role in the history 

of France (treaties, official documents etc.). In this sense, they were a historical and 

political heritage that endured through several regimes and eras. This dispute highlights 

in a striking manner first, that the lack of care for archives management should not be 

associated with lack of care for archives as a whole or their ownership. Secondly, it shows 

the importance for the Ministry of the Colonies to maintain full control over those records 

that were indeed part of its repertoire of power, not just towards the colonies but also 

within the French national government. 

 

The issue of maintaining full control over its archives came to the forefront again as 

the Ministry of the Colonies had to decide whether to transfer a part of its archives to the 

National Archives. Not long after resolving the dispute with the Ministry of the Navy, the 

Commission for Colonial Archives focused on the matter of the publicisation of the 

archives while protecting their confidentiality. Fully aware of the historical value of its 

archives and the benefit there would be for the Ministry to authorise historians access to 

the sources of French colonial history in terms of “prestige” and “rayonnement”, the issue 

was to ensure that they would remain in full control of the information that those sources 

would display and of the narrative extracted from those sources; an “issue” that would 

never be fully resolved. Instead, a case by case approach was eventually the option 

chosen.67 
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In the course of that reflection over the relationship between colonial archives and 

contemporary historians, an important issue occurred, which was the possibility to 

transfer a part of the colonial archives to the National Archives. This option was discussed 

first because the National Archives, around that time, started a “campaign” requesting 

ministries to transfer some of their archives as per the decree of 12 January 1898,68 and 

secondly as a potential solution to the lack of space to store archives in the Ministry’s 

building. This solution was immediately dismissed despite acknowledging its advantages 

almost reluctantly.69 

Interestingly, while the Ministry of the Colonies sought to establish its authority 

against the Ministry of Navy during the dispute over archives, it was by claiming continuity 

with the Ministry of Navy that the very same Ministry of the Colonies justified benefiting 

from an exceptional status for its archives, so as to be exempted from transferring its 

archives to the National Archives. In its report from 1898 to the Minister, the Commission 

for the Colonial Archives used the arguments of Baron Mackau, then Minister of Navy and 

the Colonies,70 dating from 1846 regarding the deposit of the archives of his 

administration. It substantially was that the Navy should benefit from an exemption by 

law.71 The way the Ministry of the Colonies articulated its statement was that its original 

link with the Ministry of Navy placed it on the same level and that the Colonies should 

therefore benefit from the same exemption from transference to the National Archives. 
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Using a document dated so many years previously is of importance. On the one 

hand, the argument of continuity with a ministère régalien allowed once again the 

Ministry of the Colonies to assert its ambition to position itself at the highest levels of the 

state, that of ministères régaliens. On the other hand, it was affirming both its autonomy 

and authority and asserting its independence from the Navy.72 The option of transferring 

some colonial archives to the National Archives was therefore dismissed at the end of the 

19th century.  

Yet, the question emerged again, not long after, in 1900. More specifically this 

time, the question arose, for the Colonies, to transfer the fonds anciens dating back to 

before 1789. Victor Tantet, then head of archives, again strongly opposed this idea. First, 

he argued that while lack of space was a real issue, the fonds ancien was not the bulkiest 

amongst them and that the transfer would only be a temporary solution. In addition, he 

considered a transfer to the National Archives risky, where records of more than fifty 

years old could be consulted by all. In his view, this would consist in waiving the special 

status that the colonial archives had been requesting and from which they had benefited 

until then. For him, the core issue was that all colonial records were political given the 

‘political situation’ at the time, and could provide arguments for foreign empires to 

question the “legitimacy” of France on a given territory.73 ‘Raison politique supérieure’ 

therefore demanded rigid and total control over archives. 

Nevertheless, once again, the archive office and the Commission were well aware 

of their responsibility to the historical significance of the documents in their charge: 
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Ce sont là des richesses scientifiques qui, sauf la raison de secret ou de convenance 
ne sont pas la propriété fermée d’un département, mais d’un domaine qui doit 
devenir aisément accessible au public savant.74 

 
While aware of the problems caused by closing the archives to the public, the archive 

office, on behalf of the Ministry and of the ‘raison politique supérieure’, did not however 

want to take any risks. Precaution was therefore the principle that motivated Tantet to 

argue that the ‘raison politique supérieure’ ought to apply to all former colonies' records 

as a whole for there could a variety of reasons for colonial records had to kept 

confidential.75 

Eventually, the Commission for the Colonial Archives seemed to support this view: 

if its members cared about the historical value of archives, they clearly intended to keep 

control and supervise the use of the archives in defiance of democratic principles: ‘Ce 

dont il s’agit aujourd’hui, c’est d’adopter une règle générale à opposer au public.’76 

The post-Berlin Conference context and that of what is commonly called the 

“Scramble for Africa” provides insight into such radical precautionary measures and the 

level of defensiveness of the Ministry over its archives. In an international context 

characterised by high tensions and “competition”, the power of the French empire 

appeared unstable and fragile. The documents needed to defend the interests of France 

overseas were to remain under the control of the Ministry.77 

The example upon which the Commission relied to justify total control of its archives 

concerned the official documents and treaties, as well as the needs of the government 
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and the Ministry. It was said that the offices in the ministry relied on archives on a daily 

basis. More importantly, they had been indispensable in the past, for example to argue 

the legitimacy of the French occupation in Adulis, or Saint-Paul, Amsterdam and 

Clipperton islands.78 This need to produce evidence was accompanied by the idea that 

the whole empire under the responsibility of the Ministry was unstable and unsecured. 

All papers could therefore potentially be significant, as recent event had shown, according 

to him: when the English governor of Mauritius island had claimed rights over Madagascar 

under a false narrative. This did not go further, but Tantet insisted that if it had, records 

would have been needed.79 And indeed, a real concern about not being able to face any 

kind of eventuality appeared more generally in records addressing treaties and land 

ownership.80 This makes it clearer why, for Tantet and the rest of the Commission, the 

political value of colonial records applied to all the old archives as a whole without 

distinction. As the Ministry was new, the international scene being tense with the 

“scramble for Africa” and some archives being claimed by the Navy, the archives, and 

their content, appeared as part of an apparatus which secured “property” and authority 

over conquered lands, given the lack of legitimate sovereignty. 

The control over archives in the Ministry therefore appeared as an issue not only to 

position itself within the national government, but also in relation to other European 

countries. It supports the fact that the pseudo “legality” of the colonial rule was a self-

serving and circular logic used by European powers for European powers, in complete 

denial of right to self-determination and sovereignty of colonised populations and 
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territories who were, de facto, left outside of this so-called legal rationale and did not 

have a voice for their own fate. Said has stressed the link between narrative and 

possession in the imperialist enterprise:  

The main battle in imperialism is over land, of course; but when it came to who 
owned the land, who had the right to settle and work on it, who kept it going, who 
won it back, and who plans its future - these issues were reflected, contested, and 
even for a time decided in narrative. As one critic has suggested, nations are 
themselves narrations. The power to narrative, or to block other narratives from 
forming and emerging, is very important to culture and imperialism, and constitutes 
one of the main connections between them.81 

 
In this instance, archives were a means in a broader repertoire of power to impose 

domination and “legalise” it by conquest, denial and dismissal of colonised populations. 

In that framework, colonised nations found themselves powerless to claim any rights to 

sovereignty, while colonial states, despite challenging each other and being rivals, also 

reinforced each other’s position within a pseudo legal system in which only they had 

access to governing tools, “evidence” to support their claim and therefore a voice.  

The colonial archives can therefore be seen as instrumental in defending France’s 

interests against other European empires, while the very tensions and competition 

between them, especially after the Conference of Berlin, reinforced their power as a 

restricted group. In that system, from the Ministry’s perspective, colonial archives were 

not administrative tools in the sense that the colonised populations were not 

administered directly by the Ministry as seen in the previous chapters, but they were 

governing tools in the sense that their very existence and volume showed activity, 

longevity and “legitimised” oppression as a form of sovereignty.  
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This explains why the Ministry made a point of keeping the archives (another option 

would have been to proceed to a selection for destruction or transfer), and valued them 

to the point of creating a Commission and an office in charge of them, while at the same 

time, not being concerned with their actual state and management. In many sources, this 

position towards archives was summed up by the expression “integrité des fonds”. 

Originally, it is an archival science principle which posits that archival fonds should not be 

dismantled, but in the discussions that occurred in the Ministry of the Colonies, it was 

used as a way to keep all archives, without distinction under the control of the Ministry. 

The ‘homogeneity’ of the Indian colonial records was given as an example.’82  

The tone was sometimes more defensive, for instance as Tantet asserted the 

Commision’s mission to protect by all means the integrity of the archival repository.83 For 

him, the difficulty was to physically distinguish archives of historical nature (falling under 

public law) from those of political nature (protected by raison supérieure d’État): 

Il n’existe pas, en effet, de correspondance même très ancienne entre le pouvoir 
souverain et ses représentants aux colonies qui ait un caractère exclusivement 
politique. On trouve, dans cette correspondance, des rapports politiques, de 
l’administration, des rapports économiques, des questions financières, etc. souvent 
même une seule pièce contient à la fois un peu de tous ces sujets. La méthode qui 
consiste à varier les questions et à diviser les sujets n’étant pas pratiquée à cette 
époque ancienne.84 

 
Limiting a letter to one topic was standard practice in mainland France as early as the 

eighteenth century, but Tantet stressed that this was little practised inside the colonial 

governments.85 He saw it as an obstacle to making the archives accessible to the public: 
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Seul le département a qualité pour juger de l’opportunité d’une communication: 
ainsi depuis près de deux ans, nul document relatif au contexte franco-brésilien n’a 
été livré au public, et comme toutes les pièces qui peuvent avoir trait à la question 
sont mêlées à celles de la correspondance générale de la Guyane, c’est celle-ci qui 
est tout entière soustraite aux investigations. Cet exemple suffira à prouver que 
l’administration coloniale, la première intéressée à éviter les indiscrétions doit être 
le juge assez rapide et assez sévère pour les prévenir radicalement. Nul contrôle que 
le sien ne serait assez efficace.86 

 
Tantet thus rejected the distinction between historical archives and political archives in 

the case of colonial archives, as opposed to national archives, and, as a result, once again, 

the eventuality of a transfer to National Archives.  

These arguments show the desire of the Commission to defend the Ministry of the 

Colonies’ interests over archives. But this expectation of total control under any possible 

situation testifies to the Ministry’s unease in a tense international context. Not only were 

the archives an asset in that context but they also were a tool in the French repertoire of 

power which served its interests in an international system where diplomacy reached a 

whole new level in terms of politics and negotiation with the Conference of Berlin. One 

mission of the high commission of colonial archives was to preserve the collections from 

external risks and to defend their integrity.87 Again, the nature of the colonial archives 

was used to justify a special treatment and a control which would be the sole 

responsibility of the Ministry (through the Commission).88 

 

The integrity that Victor Tantet mentioned and was supported by the Commission 

was thus based on a discretionary rationale closer to the Ancien Régime’s raison d’État 
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than the Republican public legislation (and echoes the argument in chapter 3 on the 

boundaries between Republic and the colonies). The official report to the Minister on the 

activities of the Commission indeed mentioned its precautionary mission: ‘Créée le 20 juin 

1896, dans un but de défense et de protection des archives.’89  

The Ministry did not transfer any of its archives to the National Archives on that 

occasion, but it did eventually transfer some later; the first transfer happened in 1910. 

The Minister of the Colonies, nevertheless, remained in full control of the records as it 

consisted in a mere deposit: ‘Malgré une localisation double, l’unité des archives 

coloniales était sauvegardée, le ministre demeurant maître de leur communication.’ 

Other transfers would follow under the same conditions in 1912, 1913, 1927, 1935, 1937, 

1939, 1942, etc. Those transfers varied in volume and content, as some of them only 

happened in order to complete a series previously transferred.90 The deposit to the 

National Archives was motivated more by obligation than by any real desire to cooperate 

with this institution, the lack of room in the ministry offices being at the origin. Therefore, 

National Archives incorporated the collections into their classification scheme, but they 

remained isolated as anyone wishing to consult them had to request authorisation from 

the Ministry of the Colonies.91 This was of course also the case for the archives kept within 

the Ministry itself. 

There again, the model adopted to legislate for access to the colonial archives was 

inspired by the ministries who exercised functions of state sovereignty (fonctions 
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régaliennes).92 In the course of its existence, even though the Ministry wondered early on 

whether or not to give the public access to its archives, it was conditioned by the extent 

to which some sort of control could be exercised over the circulation of information and 

historical production. It therefore decided to copy big ministries (War, Foreign Affairs and 

Navy) and to keep most of its collections internally, isolating them from accessible 

national archives.  

In doing so, it acknowledged the historical value of its archives but denied their 

public value, and by extension the right of access to citizens, which was a principle 

established – although not systematically implemented – since the French Revolution.93 

It thus contributed to their isolation from other national collections, hence allowing the 

Ministry to maintain a firm hand over colonial history sources. The defensiveness shown 

by the Ministry can therefore be understood as the result of tensions, both on national 

and international levels.  

 

The colonial bureaucracy and the archives 

Alongside the political and historical value of archives explored above, colonial 

archives also had an administrative value not only because they could be used to 

administer – or not – populations (chapter 4), but also to assert authority inside the 

governing body in the colonies. In an administration based on written culture with a 

bureaucratic rationale, archives and records are instrumental to the continuity of 

operation between offices especially in settings where the turn-over of administrators is 
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high. In the colonies, the handover (passation) of affairs from one administrator leaving 

his position to the incoming one, for instance, included archives handover, and the higher 

the rank, the more formal the procedure. An ordinance as old as 1833 had the leaving 

official and the incoming one proceed to a formal ‘remise de service’ in accordance with 

the instructions and guidelines designed by executives in the local government. For 

example, in Indochina in 1902, Georges Vouillon, outgoing resident, and Henri Thureau, 

incoming resident, cross-inventoried the archives of the office to prevent any potential 

contentious issue and to stress their personal accountability for these records. In addition, 

the outgoing resident had to formally declare that he had not taken any documents with 

him.94  

At lower levels of the hierarchy, the handover of archives and records was also 

important to ensure continuity from one administrator to the other, follow-up on what 

had been done in the past, follow-up on the implementation of policy, and overall to 

warrant cohesion of the administrative body and overall coherence across the territory. 

An inspection report on archives (in AEF) regretted that in the absence of archives ‘chacun 

repart à zéro, comme si rien ne s’était fait avant lui.’ This was in 1947, so the implication 

was that administrators had been restarting from scratch for decades.95 

The Director of Asian Affairs in the Ministry of the Colonies, Alfred Martineau,96 

insisted on the importance of archives for office work, and his view of an archive office 

providing an efficient auxiliary work to administrators in a report to the Ministry of the 
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Colonies in 1919. He highlighted the fact that administrators, in order to implement a 

policy with consistency had to have records of what had been done in order not to 

constantly repeat or contradict what had been done. Any affairs of diplomatic, military, 

economic or social nature had prior actions from which they could benefit. This was the 

purpose of an archive office with organised records accessible to administrators. Its role 

was to collect records in order to make room in the offices while classifying them in a way 

that would make relevant records immediately available to any given issue.97 Coherence 

was the key.  

Martineau’s view on an archive office was close to that of Boudet, as seen in 

Chapter 4 in the sense that it emphasised the administrative value of archives and focused 

on the usefulness of archives for documentation and information. Indeed, an archive 

office functioned as an information and documentation agency methodically organised. 

For Martineau, the historical value of archives only came second, as a 

complementary aspect to their prior administrative value. He quoted Ponty to support his 

view, who also insisted on the importance of organised archives for the designing and 

implementing of a policy: 

L’Afrique occidentale est arrivée au point où […] il convient de regarder en arrière 
pour dégager nettement les programmes suivis aux diverses périodes par notre 
politique indigène et pour préciser les raisons déterminantes des réformes 
administratives. C’est en établissant ainsi la tradition que, sans à-coups, d’un élan 
continu régulier, notre administration pourra marcher vers des nouveaux progrès 
[…] dans le courant ininterrompu des hommes et des idées qui est le propre de la 
vie coloniale, l’archiviste maintiendra des éléments précieux de stabilité, de 
continuité et d’ordre.98 

 

                                                             
97 ANOM, Service, XLVI, folder with no reference, rapport du service de l’Indochine du ministère des Colonies au 
ministre des Colonies, 11/01/1919.  
98 ANOM, Service, XLVI, folder with no reference, rapport du service de l’Indochine du ministère des Colonies au 
ministre des Colonies, 11/01/1919. 
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The role in the archivist in this perspective was therefore to assist and reinforce the 

French colonialisation as part of the administration. 

 

This need for administrative liaising and transmission, not only between 

administrators but also from one period of time to another, had already been highlighted 

in the past in AOF and the creation of an archive office was originally supposed to provide 

a solution to this issue, as shown in a circular from 1913. It insisted on the absence of a 

general policy that left too much room to individual initiative by the administrators, 

without concertation with the other administrators or awareness of what they were 

doing. This manifested in the fact that liaising was often done orally and not with the 

support of written records. Without access to written archives, an administrator was 

oblivious to the work of his predecessor and found himself incapable to provide reliable 

information when needed. He continues and acknowledge the benefit of an arhcives 

office, policy and classification system to prevent such issues. Archives contributed to 

making the administrator’s work more efficient. This circular, issued by the Governor 

therefore rendered mandatory to fill out a form on the arrival of a new administrator. 

This form would list the archives and current records and would be signed by the 

administrators leaving his position and the one newly appointed99. 

In this procedure, the proposed improvement of work efficiency from one 

administrator to another relied on archives and comprised a monitoring dimension. In 

that setting, the production of records testified to activity and work done. In addition, in 

order to hand over archives, there needs to be archives. Further down in the circular, the 

                                                             
99 ANS, J98, circulaire de la colonie de la Côte d’Ivoire aux commandants de cercle au sujet des transmissions de 
service, 17/04/1913. 
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monitoring dimension of this handover appears explicitly, as the administrator is thus 

rendered accountable for its accuracy: 

Les signatures qu’ils donneront sur ce procès-verbal engagera leur responsabilité 
vis-à-vis du chef de la colonie et si aucune réserve n’est faite le jour de la passation 
de service, le fonctionnaire entrant ne sera plus admis plus tard, à prétendre, par 
exemple, que tel registre n’avait pas été ouvert par son prédécesseur. 

 
The standardisation of archives handovers prompted continuity, coherence and cohesion, 

and last but not least accountability. Indeed, Gardey has shown that ‘écrire est un 

puissant facteur d’institution’.100 It is conveyed by records and archives:  

Ecrire c’est bien inscrire dans la durée et dans l’espace, au-delà de la mémoire 
individuelle, dont la transmission est nécessairement locale et limitée, une série 
d’actions, de transactions, de décisions, de faits qu’il est alors et désormais possible 
de retrouver.101 

 
Archives and their handover procedure, when applied in reality, therefore reinforced 

French colonial power through bureaucratic procedures. In other words, such standard 

procedures prevailed in order to reinforce the structure of the administration (in terms 

of organisation as well as bureaucracy). The forms attached to the circular offered a 

generic framework which provided some sort of structure for each office in terms of type 

of archives they should have and specific points to check, putting them at the forefront 

of the procedure (see appendix 3).  

Where the absence of such a handover and, more generally, lack of archives was 

found, one can imagine that it could be an issue, even at lower levels of the hierarchy. 

Strikingly, the absence of an object (an archive) is highlighted in the sources by the 

complaints and incapability to retrieve a document or find it. Therefore, the absence 

paradoxically created sources that pointed to it, as illustrated by a report with the purpose 

                                                             
100 Gardey, Ecrire, Calculer, Classer, 12-3. 
101 Gardey, Ecrire, Calculer, Classer, 282. 
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to notify the absence of archives. It was depicted as an essential issue since the local 

administrators were left without any knowledge on the region and the district, in terms 

of administration but also geography, economy and such. The incoming administrator was 

therefore left with no knowledge of his administrative district and without any means to 

make informed decisions.102 This is summarised in this excerpt from another report 

pointing the same issue: 

L’activité de beaucoup de fonctionnaires est suffisamment absorbée par 
l’expédition du travail courant. Ils laissent leurs archives dormir en désordre; 
d’autres au contraire en proie à la fièvre de production, visent avant tout à faire 
œuvre personnelle, aussi les investigations qu’ils peuvent faire dans les archives 
n’ont-elles rien de rassurant pour la bonne conservation et le bon classement des 
documents.103 

 
An administrative body that functioned without archives, such as AOF despite attempts 

at implementing standard procedures, was a bureaucracy without “memory”, and 

operated in a sort of continuum of improvised, often uninformed, decisions, with the risk 

of lacking consistency and coherence. The result was an ad hoc organisation. 

 

The archives were not classified in AOF until late, and the handover forms were 

likely little used in practice by local administrators, but this does not mean that had there 

been accessible and organised archives, they would not have been of some use to the 

administrators for liaising and documentation. Several records can be found from 

administrators looking for documentation on specific topics, such as Fode Kaba, and some 

minutes of the Colonial Council (Conseil Colonial), mission reports to name but a few104. 

                                                             
102 ANS, J99, courrier du cercle de Ouidah au gouverneur du Dahomey, 08/06/1912. 
103 ANS, J97, annexe à la note n° 1 sur la question des archives en AOF du 14/10/1912. 
104 ANS, 10D1-0022, courrier du gouverneur général de l’AOF au lieutenant-gouverneur du Sénégal au sujet de 
la colonne contre Fodé Kaba en Casamance (mars 1901), 08/12/1936; courrier du gouverneur de l’AOF au 
gouverneur du Sénégal au sujet des textes du conseil colonial, 23/11/1938; ANS, J97, courrier du gouverneur du 
Sénégal au gouverneur général de l’AOF au sujet des procès-verbaux des séances du conseil général, 20/07/1910. 
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Thévenin, who wrote a report on the situation of the archives in 1912 as the archive office 

had just been created, explained: 

Il y a un désordre administratif qui dépasse toute mesure et l’on a peine à concevoir 
que des services et cercles créés depuis 20 ans puissent être démunis, ainsi qu’ils le 
sont, des renseignements les plus essentiels à leur fonctionnement. Cette situation 
n’est pas particulière au Dahomey; il faut l’admettre comme générale dans toute 
l’Afrique occidentale105. 

 
To him, organised archives were primarily an asset to the daily running of the 

administration, as he demonstrated while advocating the creation of an archivist position 

in Dahomey. Again, stability, consistency and coherence were highlighted as the main 

assets of organised archives.106 

This approach to archives being vital to the daily running of affairs was also fiercely 

asserted by Laroche who had been told by colonial administrators that their work was 

rendered difficult because they did not have knowledge of what had been done in the 

past. They were left to improvise and try to achieve what had possibly already been 

done.107 

Taillemite, form the Ministry of the Colonies, in 1957 seemed to support this view, 

with the addition of the benefits of central archives, and not just organised ones: 

Il eût été nécessaire de s’occuper aussi du contrôle des archives en formation dans 
les bureaux. Tâche difficile dans un ministère aussi multiple, au personnel aussi 
instable et dans lequel, comme nous l’avons vu, on ignore presque totalement ce 
qu’est un bureau d’ordre108. À peine a-t-on réussi à faire comprendre à un 
fonctionnaire l’intérêt qu’il a à déposer des archives bien tenues qu’il est nommé 
outre-mer. Il a été possible toutefois de mener une lutte victorieuse contre les 
“féodalités”109. Depuis de longues années, Schefer s’en plaignait déjà, la plupart des 

                                                             
105 ANS, J97, note n°1 sur la question des archives en AOF, 14/10/1912. 
106 ANS, J97, note n°1 sur la question des archives en AOF, 14/10/1912. 
107 ANOM, Service XI, 381, note du chef des archives du département en mission au haut commissaire de l’AEF, 
13/12/1948.  
108 A “bureau d’ordre“: where records or some specific documents were listed, registered and sorted out in 
advance. 
109  In this context, “féodalité” probably pointed to the offices that kept archives to themselves, alienating them 
from central archives in the Ministry.  
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directions avaient pris l’habitude d’avoir leurs archives personnelles hors de toute 
autorité du service compétent. Peu à peu, nous avons réussi à mettre sous notre 
contrôle, au sens anglo-saxon du terme, tous ces dépôts annexes et à les intégrer 
dans l’ensemble.110 
 

Here, Taillemite summed up the situation of the archives in the Ministry for most of its 

existence, highlighting the absence of a common understanding of archives from one 

office to another and the subsequent lack of “control” it induced in a body where staff 

turnover was high. The same conclusions can be drawn from the archives situation in AOF. 

Underlying this observation is the connection between central archives and bureaucratic 

rationale. The latter allowed organisation and continuity of service, essential in a 

governing body often described as unstable; instability and lack of organised archives 

feeding each other in reality.  

In addition, while it is not clear why he mentioned that it was “so difficult” to have 

administrators understand the usefulness of central archives, one can assume that many 

of them may have been oblivious to the appreciation of the importance of central archives 

and also experienced to some extent a lack of trust in an office with which they were not 

necessarily well acquainted.111  

The centralisation of the “control” of archives was also an issue which was raised in 

Indochina, here by a Resident Superior (Résident Supérieur), external to DABI.112 In 

addition to having control over the archives and their ordering, having a central archive 

office embedded within the governing body also contributed to having, if not control, a 

sort of monitoring of the activities of the offices. While there is no evidence that it was 

                                                             
110 Taillemite, ‘Les Archives de La France d’Outre-Mer’, 19. 
111 With all the limits related to the difference of context, a fonctionnaire at the Ministère de l’Intérieur told me 
some years ago, as I was explaining my research topic to him, that he was not aware of the job of the archivist 
of the Ministry, whom he had perceived thus far as “bothersome”. 
112 ANV, V0, 5231-02, courrier du résident supérieur aux chefs de bureaux, 20/03/1934. 
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the primary motivation for creating any archive offices in the French empire – it is actually 

unlikely – in practice, the central archives were connected to all branches and 

departments within an administration and had a relatively clear retrospective view of the 

volume of records they each produced. It seemed all the more true as, the DABI for 

example, noticing some gaps in its collections, was trying to “fill the gaps”:  

Je saisis cette occasion pour vous signaler les lacunes importantes que représentent 
les dossiers d’état de soldes versés aux archives centrales. […] Il m’a été jusqu’ici 
impossible de retrouver trace des contrôles du solde du personnel du 
gouvernement général au cours des inspections et reclassement d’archives faites 
dans les divers services qui en dépendent, alors que cette catégorie de registre est 
au complet pour la résidence supérieure au Tonkin. Qui détenait ces registres, que 
sont-ils devenus ?113 

 
The questions asked by Boudet did not just concern records but what was done with them 

by the offices. Obviously, the goal was to investigate the wanderings of these files in order 

to locate and recover them and it would be wrong to attribute ulterior motives to this 

request. Yet the wanderings of these files were de facto investigated indeed. 

This is an illustration of the administrative value of archives and their 

instrumentality to the continuity of power, not just in terms of content but also in terms 

of process. The completion of archival collections by Boudet and the DABI, the standard 

regular transfers of records to central archives by offices and more generally the archives 

policy in Indochina all contributed to ensure systemic stability and continuity and 

transcended the sole activity of administrators as individuals.  

The performativity of central archival procedures and policy in the strengthening 

of bureaucracy across Indochina showed its advantages in a colonial setting with 

protectorates and literate resistance movements, as already explored in Chapter 4. 

                                                             
113 ANV, V0, 5231-02, courrier du directeur de la DABI au directeur des finances, 8/04/1935. 
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Archive handovers and standard procedures to organise and classify archives according 

to a common classification system contributed to the reinforcement of global standard 

bureaucratic procedures. There, contrary to the Ministry and AOF, organised archives 

contributed to administrative stability and administrative stability prompted organised 

archives, tying the whole process together. In this sense, it can be said that archives were 

not only the product of a governing body but also performative of it. 

 

In the colonial administrators’ discourse on archives, a recurring distinction 

occurred between the use of archives for administrative purpose and for history. Ponty, 

for example, made this distinction:  

L’organisation des archives éparses dans les centres et dans les postes des colonies 
du groupe de l’Afrique occidentale a souvent préoccupé les chefs d’administration 
qui sentaient la nécessité de sauvegarder les documents possédant une valeur 
administrative et ceux susceptibles d’apporter une contribution à l’étude de 
l’histoire de notre expansion africaine.114  

 
In some cases, the historical and administrative value of archives worked against 

each other, at least in the eye of administrators. Ponty originally intended to centralise 

AOF archives to promote their historical value. He realised that it would deprive local 

offices of records that could potentially still be of use for administrative purposes. He 

therefore advised that each colony in AOF would decide their own relevant date before 

which archives would be transferred – with little success as we know.115  

Laroche identified three values to the colonial archives, alongside the historical 

one: political, administrative and practical. The administrative and practical values are 

arguably the same: the first consisted in the fact that offices could not operate without 

                                                             
114 ANS, J97, circulaire du gouverneur général Ponty aux colonies du groupes, 02/07/1913. 
115 ANS, J97, circulaire du gouverneur général Ponty aux colonies du groupes, 02/07/1913. 
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traces of previous activity and without knowing what had been done in the past. The 

second consisted in the fact that records had to be used and therefore organised if they 

were to be useful for their administrative value116. For this reason, Laroche insisted on 

the fact that archivists were administrators themselves, at least in the colonial governing 

body, where they belonged:117 

Tout en préparant le travail de l’historien, [l’archiviste] ne doit pas oublier qu’il est 
un fonctionnaire actif mêlé à la vie des bureaux et qu’il doit outre sa culture 
historique acquérir l’expérience et le goût des affaires administratives.118 

 
In another document from the same period, Laroche also insisted on the risk there was 

to only focus on the historical value of the archives and see them as an inactive ‘museum’ 

instead of the dynamic source of administrative documentation that they were.119 

This supports the view that in the French colonial setting, archives had a better 

chance to be managed and preserved when their administrative usefulness was not only 

taken into consideration but also promoted by senior officials as a working tool with 

standard guidelines for practical use. This was not the general rule, except of course in 

Indochina. One of the main potential assets of archives from an administrative 

perspective encountered in this study, apart from continuity of service addressed in 

Chapter 4, was their assistance in the standardisation and structuring of working and 

follow-up methods to better control and assert the governing body as a cohesive and 

unified body, in other words, bureaucracy.  

                                                             
116 ANOM, Service, XI, 381, rapport janvier-février 1948. 
117 The situation is different when public archives are an “independent” institution. Even though the institution 
itself cannot claim full independence from the state or the government, if only for financial reasons, archivists 
are positioned in a different way to the offices from which they collect records. 
118 ANOM, Service, XI, 381, rapport janvier-février 1948. 
119 ANOM, Service XI, 381, note du chef des archives du département en mission au haut commissaire de l’AEF, 
13/12/1948. 
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Yet, the observation of the organisation of the archives, with the exception of 

Indochina, shows that the empirical development of the colonial governing body on the 

ground did not necessarily rely on bureaucracy to operate. Instead, what we see is a series 

of isolated initiatives and decision-making on the local level as well as arbitrary decisions, 

despite regular mentions of the importance of archives and records for administrative 

operation.  

From an archival science standpoint, AOF and Indochina were comparable: they 

both benefitted from the creation of an archive office in the 1910s (1911 in AOF and 1917 

in Indochina), they both had chartistes as head of archives who had received the same 

technical training, they were both French federations of colonies with a Government 

General leading the colonial governing body under the supervision of the Ministry of the 

Colonies. Yet, the outcome of the situation of their archives could not have been more 

different. The way in which their respective archives turned out is linked to their different 

administrative situations as seen in Chapter 4.  

The determining factor was the existence of a tight bureaucratic organisation across 

Indochina, which did not develop on the same scale in AOF. In AOF, it mostly remained 

concentrated within the Government General, although the bureaucratic rationale was 

not as thorough as in Indochina in practice. Thus, Charpy, the archivist appointed in 1952, 

managed to classify the archives of the Government General in AOF – not the rest of the 

archives in AOF.  

The homogenous and stable bureaucracy in Indochina120 was not the most 

prevalent administrative organisation in the French empire, and the contrast with AOF 

                                                             
120 Centralised bureaucracy was instituted in Indochina in the 1900s under Paul Doumer: Wesseling, Les Empires 
Coloniaux Européens 1815-1919, 423-5. 
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helps to shed light on the reasons why these colonies took such different trajectories, and 

also the intimate connection between archives and their administrative context.  

In Indochina, and especially in Vietnam, an administrative structure existed prior to 

colonisation, while the social and political organisation of the peoples in AOF relied on 

orality prior to the colonisation.121 Therefore, the context within which the French 

authorities first conquered and later occupied and ruled AOF and Indochina influenced 

the way that French colonial rule developed on the ground despite a common policy of 

colonisation designed in the Ministry of the Colonies.  

A political regime, especially one enforced as violently and widely as the colonial 

one, does not occur ex nihilo but relies on existing organisations. Dareste, a contemporary 

colonial legal expert, explained that in AOF, the institutions that existed before colonial 

rule were ‘trop amorphes pour que l’autorité française ait pu les utiliser’. Cochinchina had 

a developed administrative organisation that the French authorities kept, supervised and 

controlled while developing its own administration.122 This is key to understand the 

legitimisation process of authority and its articulation to administrative continuity despite 

political disruption. In this perspective, the bureaucratic and administrative authority was 

part of the French repertoire of power in Indochina but not in AOF.  

Weber provides an extensive framework to think bureaucracy in the Western world, 

which goes alongside appropriation and concentration of means.123  

Weber speaks of appropriation because the legal concept of property is too narrow 
for many historical cases. Appropriation involves the means and positions of 
administration, ranging from economic resources and weaponry to managerial and 
political functions. The seizure of goods and the extraction of services often 

                                                             
121 AD35, Papiers privés Jacques Charpy, Rapport sur la réorganisation des archives du Mali commandé par 
l’Unesco, 1969, 6. 
122 Dareste, Traité de Droit Colonial, 186-90. 
123 Max Weber, Economy and Society. An Outline of Interpretative Sociology (New York: Bedminster Press, 1968): 
980. 
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originates in usurpation. Normally, appropriation is carried through by a group 
rather than individuals. Legitimacy is used to defend appropriation.124  

 
In this view, the appropriation of means and their control by a group of people (‘staff’ by 

Weber’s definition), themselves controlled by rulers, asserts domination.  

Steinmetz shows that the Weberian model is to be taken with caution in the colonial 

setting (German in his case) because the European colonial empires’ primary concern was 

not the legitimisation of their authority towards the colonised populations. Yet, European 

empires had to legitimise their power towards one another.125 The purpose here is not to 

elaborate a Weberian analysis of the French colonial rule, merely to draw attention to the 

Weberian articulation between bureaucracy and power. In his view the bureaucratic 

administration constituted a coercive device that allowed a central authority to exercise 

control over its agents. This control consequently reinforced its power and domination by 

ensuring a concentration of material and means as well as controlling access to them 

(appropriation). It includes information and records, which constitute the core of the 

bureau(-cracy).126 Moreover, the persistence of bureaucratic structures ensures control 

of the administrators, which itself reinforces authority and obedience by the 

populations.127  

Mann also suggests that record-keeping was located at the intersection of 

bureaucracy and sovereignty in the colonial context. Yet, he points to the fact that in AOF, 

record-keeping was far from a standard practice: 

‘Men on the spot’ often rejected what they saw as the extension of a centralised 
bureaucratic power and an encroachment on their own personal authority. […] At 

                                                             
124 Roth Huenther, ‘Introduction’, in Economy and Society. An Outline of Interpretative Sociology, by Max Weber 
(New York: Bedminster Press, 1968): lxxxvii. 
125 Steinmetz, ‘Le champ de l’Etat colonial. Le cas des colonies allemandes (Afrique du Sud-Ouest, Qingdao, 
Samoa)’: 123-4. 
126 Weber, Economy and Society. An Outline of Interpretative Sociology, 957. 
127 Huenther, ‘Introduction’, lxxxiv; Weber, Economy and Society. An Outline of Interpretative Sociology, 948. 
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stake […] was the transformation of a much-prized form of personal power into its 
own rationalised and bureaucratic shadow. 128 

 
This is confirmed by many scholars. M’Bokolo has explored the ‘pantouflage’ 

(revolving door) of many administrators in AOF.129 More generally, Dimier has shown how 

the general practice in the French colonial empire was made of daily exceptions to the 

rule, ‘débrouillardise’ and improvisation.130  Andrew and Kanya-Forster’s work on the 

French colonial party also supports this view.131 

Yet, paperwork was not absent from the daily practice of colonial administrators in 

AOF.132 But this paperwork did not necessarily morph into archives in the absence of a 

central archive management. Nevertheless, when embedded in the governing body, as 

was the case in Indochina, an archive could be a powerful network that supported and 

reinforced the bureaucratic network in place by providing standards of practice and a 

homogenous administrative framework to the administrators. The actual transfer of 

archives to repositories helped to reinforce this framework because it provided a 

retrospective control of the respect of these standards.133 

                                                             
128 Mann, ‘What Was the “Indigénat”? The “Empire of Law” in French West Africa’, 341. 
129 M’Bokolo, ‘Age d’or Ou Crépuscule de La Colonisation - 1910-1940’, 357. 
130 Dimier, Le Gouvernement Des Colonies, Regards Croisés Franco-Britanniques, 188. 
131 Andrew and Kanya-Forstner, ‘The French “Colonial Party”: Its Composition, Aims And Influence, 1885-1914’, 
12. 
132 M’Bokolo, ‘Age d’or Ou Crépuscule de La Colonisation - 1910-1940’, 357. 
133 It cannot be stressed enough that what is suggested here is not that a central archival policy and the transfer 
of archives to repositories automatically constitute an instrument of control. In a different political setting, the 
role of the archives and the archivists does not necessarily fall under this dynamic. For instance, Mathiez noted 
in 1921 that the chartistes, who evolved as fonctionnaires but outside the governing body in mainland France, 
were refused a controlling capacity by the government. The context was completely different: ‘Si la Restauration, 
en fondant l’Ecole des chartes, avait voulu sincèrement préserver toutes nos archives, les modérés comme les 
autres, des disparitions intéressées, elle aurait armé les archivistes d’un pouvoir de contrôle et d’action que tous 
les gouvernements, jusqu’ici, leur ont refusé. Elle aurait aussi institué l’inspection générale des archives sur des 
bases solides. Or, les inspecteurs des archives ne sont que des conseillers qui font des rapports. Ils ne peuvent 
agir qu’avec l’aide des préfets’. Albert Mathiez, ‘Le Centenaire de l’Ecole Des Chartes’, Annales Révolutionnaires 
13, no. 1 (n.d.): 174. 
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In the French colonial context, remote control was a core issue. Chapter 4 

demonstrated the importance of the archives for administrative continuity. This chapter 

has shown the way in which the control of the destruction of archives and records, the 

control of access to the archives (and ownership) and the control of the administrators 

themselves were recurring sources of concern for the French authorities. In Indochina, 

the highly effective central and uniform archive management policy found its purpose in 

a bureaucratic context that favoured its implementation. In AOF where the bureaucratic 

rationale was not part of the French repertoire of power, the archive management policy 

found itself atrophied and de facto dismissed by a lack of substance and purpose.  

 

Conclusion 

In the Ministry of the Colonies, Indochina and AOF, the triggering element for the 

creation of an archive office was a high concern for controlling the destruction of records 

through official and formal procedures. Yet this did not ensure an effective management 

of archives on the whole because the administrative value of archives was not as crucial 

in AOF and the Ministry as it was in Indochina. Of course, other factors are to be taken 

into account for this absence of management, such as finance and human resources, but 

they were not the deciding factor. The size of Indochina was considerably less than that 

of AOF, which certainly contributed to archives management being more of a challenge 

in AOF, but the volume of archives in the Ministry of the Colonies was, in comparison, 

much smaller and the transfer procedures easier to set up than in Indochina, yet the 

Ministry did not manage to have organised archives.  

Another example is that of means. While it was essential to archives management, 

as in any other service, it did not seem to prove as crucial a factor since both AOF and the 
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Ministry did have, in actuality, an archive office, a transfer policy made official by decree 

in the case of AOF, and they both had appointed archivists for most of the time – although 

with some gaps. Lack of stability in terms of staff can be pointed to as well, but Jacques 

Charpy organised a vast part of the AOF archives in approximately 4 years, and that 

included his assessment of the situation at the beginning and regular tours in the colonies. 

So, while many other factors played a role in the situation of the archives, this research 

argues that, having in mind that an archive is an organic ensemble, archives in AOF and in 

the Ministry, although different from each other, were also organically different to the 

archives in Indochina, explaining the very different outcomes of their management.  

The distinction between the value of archives as political, administrative or 

historical, which has been articulated throughout this chapter, is essential to the 

understanding of the organic development of colonial archives. Both in the Ministry and 

in AOF, the historical dimension of archives was put forward for managing and organising 

them and did not develop much further than unsuccessful attempts at classifying them. 

The potential added administrative value of archives and their usefulness for daily 

operating did not seem to overcome, in practice, the challenges of their management and 

stewardship as a whole. Yet their political interest and value led the governing bodies in 

both cases to maintain tight control over access and ownership of these records.  

In Indochina, archives were utilised as administrative documents early on, thus 

acted as tools for the administrators. Their organisation and management succeeded to 

a striking level as far as archives and record management goes. It shows that the colonial 

power in Indochina relied considerably on bureaucratic rationale to maintain its power 

and that it was part of a coercive apparatus directed at the colonised population. 

Although, it was likely not that relevant to the Ministry of the Colonies and AOF, as the 
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contexts were different and the French colonial power was challenged and contested on 

different grounds (see chapter 4 on intelligentsia and administrative bodies of 

protectorates in the case of Indochina). 

In addition, in the case of the Ministry of the Colonies, the archives were not just 

colonial but also national in the sense that they were issued by a ministerial department 

which had to assert its authority in the colonies and within the national government as 

well. In addition to being historical sources, archives were an attribute of power which 

allowed the Ministry, along with other elements, to claim a certain rank within the 

national government and to position itself, from the beginning, at the level of ministères 

régaliens, thus ensuring the Ministry power and influence. 

Finally, with regards to its exercise of power overseas, archives had a political 

value and constituted “proof” of France’s right to claim ownership over colonised 

territories in a tense international context. In short, they were used to enable European 

empires' rivalry and to ‘legalise’ the denial of right to self-determination of colonised 

populations and nations. 
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General conclusion 

 

 

My interest in the topic of colonial archives originally rose during my first year of 

Master in Social Science known for its interdisciplinary approach that combined Sociology, 

Anthropology and History. Prior to starting that program, I had received an education in 

Sociology and later on in Book Publishing where I became acquainted with library and 

information science. Therefore, the first time I set foot in ANOM (CAOM at the time) was, 

first of all, my very first time in an archive centre, and secondly, I was still new to history. 

For many months, discovering the archives at ANOM and discussing with archivists, 

mostly about trying to locate what would be the sources of the history of archives – I had 

not any knowledge of the archives des archives then – I found the very organisation of 

archives and the archivist mind-set somehow puzzling in their counter-intuitiveness.  

As I understood better the logic and rationale of archives, I started to make the 

connection between this experience and the organic nature of archives. The knowledge 

archives and records contain is not crafted but issued in the sense that it has its origins in 

an underlying purpose and was not created for its own sake like books and studies. 

This became the premise of my approach to archives, which led me, as explained in 

Chapter 1, to a complementary viewpoint on academic debates engaging colonial 

archives. This viewpoint was not that of records but archives. As I reached the end of this 

thesis, I realised that what I thought was a step away from debates on archives (in fact 

records) and the production of knowledge, was in fact merely a detour, which eventually 

brought me back to the relationship between archives and power. This detour, however, 
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sheds a new light on the debate and hopefully brings some concrete contextualisation 

and empiricalness to the table.  

Recent scholarship on colonial archives is based on a misunderstanding of archives, 

more exactly on a partial understanding of them, seen as records and omitting the organic 

interdependence of archival fonds (records groups). This misunderstanding has been 

pointed out by several archivists and recordkeepers (see Chapter 1). The discussion 

between archivists and scholars in humanities, especially historians, has yet to happen 

and a whole field is yet to be explored and engaged with. This thesis consists in a modest 

contribution in that sense, proposing several directions worthy of further examination, 

while stating a few findings.  

The starting point for this research was the following research questions: 

1/ Did the global organisation of the French colonial archives match the decision-making 

process and the repartition of power in the colonies between the centre and the 

peripheries? 

2/ Which tensions do colonial archives show in the exercise of the French colonial power?  

3/ How were the archives used by the different administrations in order to exercise power 

over a territory? 

This thesis has demonstrated 1/ that the very notion of centre and periphery has to be 

challenged in the case of the French colonial empire. Even though notions of “centre” and 

“local” were found, they were characterised by a “flexible” nature with the potential to 

adapt and adjust to different situations. 2/ This shifting capacity transpired through 

tensions in the archives, which resulted from the incapacity to find a core of the French 

colonial authority as well as stability. These tensions were the direct reflection of a 

discriminative system, which operated, amongst other things, administratively. On one 
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side, administrative continuity ensured that the Republican rule of law applied to French 

citizens. On the other side, an autocratic type of government, characterised by the 

absence of separation of powers and primarily arbitrary decisions, applied to colonised 

populations. 3/ The archives, while lacking a global policy and standard organisation, 

could be, in practice, centralised or gathered, on the basis of local initiatives (such as 

specific offices or Indochina as a whole), in order to collect information to exercise 

surveillance of social groups and populations, maintain an administrative or governing 

continuity between mainland France and the colonies and control a chain of command by 

liaising and inspecting. 

In exploring and answering these questions, this research addressed several issues 

related to the politics of French colonial archives. The first one concerns bureaucracy in 

the colonies. A governing body that operates without centralised archives is a governing 

body that does not rely on bureaucracy, and therefore gives little priority to accountability 

of its administrators – notwithstanding specific exceptions. Despite attempts at setting 

up procedures, such as archive handovers in AOF and the Ministry for instance, such 

procedures were not necessarily followed up in practice by many administrators and were 

ignored in many cases. In such cases, bureaucracy did not appear as a point of focus in 

the colonial chain of command. It showed that flexibility and the arbitrariness that goes 

with it, often interpreted as a lack of coherence, an absence of consistency and ultimately 

of a policy under the French colonial rule, served the French colonial rule in the sense that 

the circumstances made the registry of power, and not the other way around. Arbitrary 

decisions applied, serving the reinforcement of the French authority, and could later be 

rationalised if needed as seen in chapter 4. This arbitrariness left the type of rhetoric and 

repertoire of power they would use to reach their goals open for the ruler to decide, as 
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opposed to executing decisions based on one sole structured and constraining policy 

where rules would be consistent, readable and accessible – regardless of ‘fairness’.  

Secondly, while the ‘link between archives and sovereignty is as obvious as it is un-

spoken’,1 the same can be said of archives and governance. Sovereignty and governance 

have been brought to the forefront and examined in this research via the exploration of 

the making of archival fonds. The chaotic and fragmented state of the archives in the 

French empire, lacking a unique central core, and the failure of the attempt at the 

creation of a systematic archival management until the eve of its collapse, testifies to the 

structural incompatibility between the rationales of the different levels of power in the 

French colonial governing body. It shows that contradictions, paradoxes and 

incompatibilities, far from being an anomaly in the French empire, were at the core of its 

discriminatory nature and dynamic.  

In addition, it demonstrates that divisions in archives and archival fonds, and even 

‘chaos’, are meaningful and relevant to history and need to be identified and 

contextualised, especially in the appreciation of governance and power. The archives in 

the French colonies, regardless of the variety of their situations and handling, were also 

characterised by a poorly delineated and unspoken tension between mainly two types of 

archives, although their meaning and content could slightly differ from one time and place 

to another. Nevertheless, this tension was a constant. The first group of archives 

consisted in archives that were valuable to the French governing elites (although that did 

not necessarily mean they were used or classified) and the other group of archives were 

considered dispensable; to the point that the first group was often referred to as “proper 

archives” (“archives proprement dites”).  

                                                             
1 Yann Potin, ‘Les Archives et La Matérialité Différée Du Pouvoir’, Pouvoirs n° 153, no. 2 (2015): 5–21. 
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This division was particularly visible at times when, for one reason or another, it 

became important to maintain control or ownership over archives, and ‘proper’ archives 

thus became the sole point of focus. Unsurprisingly, this division became formal and 

explicit during the independence process, when there was no choice but to sort archives 

between those that would be sent to France and those that would stay in the independent 

country. To put it simply, these archives consisted of the archives of the Governments 

General, and in some colonies, they could also comprise historical archives that had been 

transferred from all over the colony to preserve them.  

Under French colonial rule, Governor Generals were not just representatives of the 

French state but their embodiment. Emmanuelle Saada asserts that there was a sort of 

continuity in terms of ruling system between the French Ancien Régime and the colonies 

where the terms of the Revolution did not apply in the same way.2 She demonstrates this 

argument by exploring citizenship, indigénat and subjecthood in the colonies. The 

archives of the governments general were an extension of the colonial archives of the 

Ministry in the sense that there was a clear continuity of power between the French 

government in France and the Governor General. This means that the value of both those 

archives was equivalent and the consistent display of concern towards the ownership of 

these archives by the French rulers, despite their lack of consistency for their organisation 

and classification, is proof of that. Yet, there was also a clear disruption between the 

regime that applied to France and the regime that applied to the colonies, which also 

shows in the organisation of the archives in the sense that the colonial archives were 

never incorporated into French archives (that is archives from the French government) 

until the collapse of the French empire. Here again, the archives reflected the tensions of 

                                                             
2 Saada, ‘The Empire of Law: Dignity, Prestige, and Domination in the “Colonial Situation”’. 
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an administration and a system of rule challenged by its very own irreconcilabilities. As 

governing tools, and within the very same administration, some colonial archives served 

the rule of law and the purpose of supporting a common set of legal principles directed 

at citizens – at least in theory and as an abstract ideal – while other archives contributed 

to discriminating against a whole portion of the population, denying them access to basic 

rights, and covering the abuses and violence they endured.  

Finally, another significant point of this research is its contribution to the history 

of archives and archival science, one that engages with archival science theory. In many 

ways, the archives, as an object of research, have been underestimated and overlooked. 

Paradoxically, the familiarity of archives to historians might contribute to making them a 

mundane object, a tool and ultimately a background object. The usual absence in the 

history curricula in higher education of any time dedicated to essential notions of archival 

science such as fonds, the provenance principle, series, and their difference from 

collections for example, speaks volumes. 

This research therefore contributed to putting them back under the spotlight and 

highlighting the richness of their history and the history of archival science. Archives are 

a multifaceted, multi-layered object in more ways than this thesis have been able to 

cover. While it focused on the politics of the making and use of archives, essential to 

understanding society and power dynamics in a colonial setting, other approaches could 

complement it. Archives and records also consist in historic heritage and are essential 

features of democracy and accountability.  

Hildesheimer, a French archivist, sees the use of the word archive in the singular as 

problematic, which she calls a ‘trend’ (mode). Just as Caswell (see Chapter 1) in a different 
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context, she explains that it shows ignorance of what archives are, namely fonds.3 Colonial 

records – and any archival record for that matter, but that is especially the case for official 

and public records – do not come ex nihilo: 

For archives do not simply arrive or emerge fully formed; nor are they innocent of 
struggles for power in either their creation or their interpretive applications. 
Though their own origins are often occluded and the exclusions on which they are 
premised often dimly understood, all archives come into being in and as history as 
a result of specific political, cultural, and socioeconomic pressures - pressures which 
leave traces and which render archives themselves artifacts of history.4 

  
They consist of the remainder of an administrative device, to which they are not just a by-

product. They were shaped by the power as much as they shaped it. The making of 

archives is a dialectical process, for bureaucracy relies on them to operate. Anderson has 

explored this dialectical dynamic between technology and mind-set in the case of printed 

technology articulated with the emergence of capitalism and nationhood.5 Archives 

perform power, it is a topic that has yet to be explored to its full extent in dialogue with 

archivists, recordkeepers and archival science. This thesis consists in a step in that 

direction.  

                                                             
3 Hildesheimer, Les Archives de France. Mémoire de l’histoire, 7-8.  
4 Burton, Archives Stories: Facts, Fictions, and the Writing of History, 6. 
5 Benedict Anderson, L’imaginaire National. Réflexions Sur l’origine et l’essor Du Nationalisme (Paris: La 
Découverte, 1996) : 57. 
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Primary sources 

 

Archives nationales d’outre-mer (ANOM) 

AS: Archives de service 

FM: Fonds ministériels 

 1AFFPOL: Affaires politiques 

 GEN: généralités 

 AGEFOM: Agence économique française de la France d’outre-mer 

Fonds territoriaux 

GGI: Gouvernement général de l’Indochine 

RST: Résidence supérieure du Tonkin 

RSA: Résidence supérieure en Annam 

AOF: Afrique occidentale française (microfilms) 

Ecole coloniale 

Fonds privés, Archives privées d’outre-mer 

13APOM: fonds Paul Boyer  

86APOM: fonds Paul Boudet 

Fonds documentaire (bibliothèque) 

 

National Archives of Vietnam (ANV) 

DABI: Direction des archives et bibliothèques de l’Indochine 

Gouvernement général de l’Indochine 

Direction des finances de l’Indochine 

Résidence supérieure du Tonkin 

Service de l’enregistrement 

Domaines et timbre de l’Indochine 

Résidence de Nam Dihn 

Mairie de Hanoi 
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Archives nationales du Sénégal (ANS) 

Afrique occidentale française 

Sénégal colonial 

Fédération du Mali 

Fonds documentaire (bibliothèque) 

 

Archives départementales d’Ille et Vilaine (AD35) 

Papiers privés, Jacques Charpy 

 

Archives de Frédéric d’Agay 

Papiers de Simone de Saint-Exupéry 
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Appendix 

1. Organisation of the French archives in Indochina 

Source: Dao, 2004 
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2. Reforms of the Ministry of the colonies  

Source: Ménier, 1971, p. 142-146 

 

Décrets des 5 mai 1894 28 juillet 1894 

 Cabinet du ministre Cabinet du ministre 

 Direction du Personnel et des Affaires 
administratives et commerciales 

Service du Personnel et du Secrétariat 

1er bureau Personnel et secrétariat, comptabilité des 
dépenses engagées 

Secrétariat, enregistrement, chiffre 

2ème bureau Affaires administratives et commerciales 

1°. Martinique, Guadeloupe, Réunion, Saint-Pierre 
et Miquelon 

2°. Guyane, Établissements de l’Océanie, Nouvelle-
Calédonie 

Personnel de l’administration centrale et des services 
civils autres que la magistrature, l’instruction 
publique et les cultes 

3ème bureau Affaires administratives et commerciales, 
Indochine 

Magistrature, Instruction publique, Cultes, Personnel 
et affaires administratives ressortissant à ces 
services, affaires générales non classées dans les 
autres services 

4ème bureau Affaires administratives et commerciales 

1°. Colonies de la Côte occidentale d’Afrique 

2°. Inde et colonies de la Côte orientale d’Afrique 

 

 Direction de la Comptabilité et des services 
pénitentiaires 

Direction des Affaires politiques et commerciales 

1er bureau Budgets et comptes Afrique 

2ème bureau Approvisionnements des services civils, pensions, 
archives, agence, comptable, service intérieur 

Indochine 

3ème bureau Solde des services civils, pensions, archives, agence 
comptable, service intérieur 

Antilles, Réunion, Guyane, Saint-Pierre et Miquelon, 
Inde, Etablissements de l’Océanie, Nouvelle-
Calédonie 

4ème bureau Services pénitentiaires  

 Direction de la défense des Colonies Défense des Colonies 

1er bureau Service technique Services techniques 

2ème bureau Services administratifs, solde, vivres, hôpitaux, 
commissariat, corps de santé 

Services administratifs 
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Décrets des 20 février 1896 23 mai 1896 

 Cabinet du ministre Cabinet du ministre 

 Bureau du secrétariat : Secrétariat, 
enregistrement, chiffre 

 

 Direction du Personnel et de la Comptabilité Secrétariat général: 

1er bureau Personnel de l’administration centrale et 
services civils autres que la magistrature, 
l’instruction publique et des Cultes 

Secrétariat, enregistrement, chiffre 

2ème bureau Personnel de la magistrature, de l’instruction 
publique et des Cultes 

Personnel de l’administration centrale et des services 
civils autres que la magistrature, l’enseignement et 
les Cultes, personnel militaire 

3ème bureau Budgets et comptes, comptabilité des dépenses 
engagées 

Magistrature, enseignement, Cultes, affaires 
ressortissant à ces services, archives 

 Direction des Affaires politiques et 
administratives 

Affaires politiques, administratives et commerciales 

1er bureau Indochine, établissements français dans l’Inde, 
Nouvelle-Calédonie, établissements français 
d’Océanie 

1ère direction : Afrique 

1er bureau - Afrique (à l’exception de la Réunion) 

2ème bureau Antilles et Guyane, Saint-Pierre et Miquelon, 
Afrique occidentale Obock 

2ème bureau - Madagascar 

 

2ème direction : Asie, Amérique, Océanie 

3ème bureau Madagascar et dépendances, Réunion et 
dépendances 

Le 3ème bureau est en outre chargé des affaires 
commerciales et de celles relatives à la 
colonisation en ce qui concerne Madagascar et 
ses dépendances 

1er bureau - Amérique, Océanie et Réunion 

 

2ème bureau - Inde et Indochine 

Section spéciale Service géographique, missions, archives  

 Direction des Affaires commerciales et de la 
Colonisation 

Comptabilité et services pénitentiaires 

  3ème direction 

1er bureau Régime commercial, banques, travaux publics, 
statistiques commerciales 

Budgets et comptes 

2ème bureau Colonisation libre, concessions territoriales, 
exposition permanente des Colonies 

Approvisionnements généraux et transports, vivres, 
hôpitaux, matériel, service intérieur 

3ème bureau Services pénitentiaires Soldes, pensions, secours, administration des 
services militaires 
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4ème bureau  Services pénitentiaires 

 Direction de la défense  

1er bureau Services techniques  

2ème bureau Services administratifs  
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Décret du 20 mai 1911 Décret du 29 juin 1919 

Cabinet du ministre Administration centrale 

Secrétariat et contreseing Direction de l’Indochine et Madagascar 

Service de l’Indochine 

- politique 
- économique 
- financière 

Direction de l’Afrique occidentale et équatoriale, de la Côte 
des Somalis 

Service de l’Océan Indien 

- Madagascar 
- Inde, Réunion, Côte française des Somalis 

Direction des gouvernements autonomes (Guadeloupe, 
Martinique, Guyane, Saint Pierre et Miquelon, Réunion, Inde, 
Nouvelle-Calédonie, Établissements français d’Océanie). 

Service de l’Afrique occidentale et équatoriale 

- Afrique occidentale 
- Afrique équatoriale 

Direction du Personnel 

Services de l’Amérique et de l’Océanie 

- Amérique 
- Océanie 

Direction du Contrôle 

Direction des Services militaires 

Service du Secrétariat et contreseing 

Service de la Comptabilité 

Services pénitentiaires 

Comptabilité 

Service du Personnel 

- Règlements généraux 
- Administration centrale 
- Justice, cultes 
- Personnel détaché 

Services pénitentiaires Services des banques coloniales et des douanes 

Services militaires 

- bureau technique 
- bureau administratif 

Inspection générale des services économiques 

Service administratif colonial  

Direction du Contrôle Inspection générale des Travaux Publics des Colonies 

Inspection générale de la Marine marchande et du transit 
maritime colonial 

Inspection générale du service de Santé au colonies 

Inspection générale du service de la justice aux colonies 

Inspection générale de l’Instruction publique des Colonies 

Inspection générale des Travaux Publics  

Inspection générale de la Santé 
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Loi du 31 juillet 1920 

 Ministère des Colonies - Administration Centrale 

 Cabinet du ministre 

Secrétariat et contreseing 

Direction politique 

Direction économique 

Direction des services militaires 

Direction du Contrôle 

Direction du Personnel et de la Comptabilité 

Inspection générale des Travaux publics 

Inspection générale du service de Santé 

Service de la Marine marchande 
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3. Archives handover forms 

Source: ANS, J98 

 



 282 

 



 283 

 



 284 

 



 285 

 



 286 

 



 287 

 



 288 

 



 289 

Research ethics review 

 



 290 

 
 
 
 
 



UPR16 – April 2018                                                                      

 
FORM UPR16 
Research Ethics Review Checklist 
 

Please include this completed form as an appendix to your thesis (see the 
Research Degrees Operational Handbook for more information 
 

 

 

Postgraduate Research Student (PGRS) Information 
 

 

Student ID: 
 

      
 

PGRS Name: 
 

 

      
 

Department: 
 

 

      
 

First Supervisor: 
 

      
 

Start Date:  
(or progression date for Prof Doc students) 
 

 

      
 

Study Mode and Route: 
 

Part-time�
 

Full-time   

�

 
 

 

 

MPhil  
 

PhD 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

MD 
 

Professional Doctorate 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Title of Thesis: 
 

 

      
 
 

 

Thesis Word Count:  
(excluding ancillary data) 
 

 

      
 

 
 

If you are unsure about any of the following, please contact the local representative on your Faculty Ethics Committee 
for advice.  Please note that it is your responsibility to follow the University’s Ethics Policy and any relevant University, 
academic or professional guidelines in the conduct of your study 

Although the Ethics Committee may have given your study a favourable opinion, the final responsibility for the ethical 
conduct of this work lies with the researcher(s). 
 

 
 

UKRIO Finished Research Checklist: 
(If you would like to know more about the checklist, please see your Faculty or Departmental Ethics Committee rep or see the online 
version of the full checklist at: http://www.ukrio.org/what-we-do/code-of-practice-for-research/) 
 
 

a) Have all of your research and findings been reported accurately, honestly and 
within a reasonable time frame? 

 

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 
 

b) Have all contributions to knowledge been acknowledged? 
 

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 
 

c) Have you complied with all agreements relating to intellectual property, publication 
and authorship? 

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 
 

d) Has your research data been retained in a secure and accessible form and will it 
remain so for the required duration?  

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 
 

e) Does your research comply with all legal, ethical, and contractual requirements? 
 

 

YES 
NO    

 

 
 

 

      
 

Candidate Statement: 
 
 

I have considered the ethical dimensions of the above named research project, and have successfully 
obtained the necessary ethical approval(s) 
 
 

Ethical review number(s) from Faculty Ethics Committee (or from 
NRES/SCREC): 
 

 

      

 

If you have not submitted your work for ethical review, and/or you have answered ‘No’ to one or more of 
questions a) to e), please explain below why this is so: 
 
 

      
 
 

Signed (PGRS): 
 

 

 
 

 

Date:       

 

749555
CHAMELOT Fabienne
Humanities Tony CHAFER

01/10/2014
V

V
The politics of French colonial archives. Mainland France, French West Africa and the Inodochinese Union, 
1894-1960

7323
6

V

V

V

V

V

570569

29/09/2021


