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How colonial is this effort to establish a new standard for an ethnography of the 
archive? 

Ann Stoler has left her intellectual footprint on the study of Dutch colonialism 
with groundbreaking studies on the politics of racism, sexuality and power of 
the Dutch colonial state in Indonesia. Along the archival grain is a logical next 
step in her work. It aims to explore the nature of colonial archives by using an 
ethnographic approach. But it is more than an ethnography because the main 
text rests on an almost intimidating body of footnotes which together pro-
vide an impressive intellectual context of comparative, historiographical and 
philosophical (Heidegger, Kant, Nietzsche, Nussbaum, Rorty) references. 

Archives are no longer seen as simple repositories of historical data but 
are also approached as objects of research. Moreover, archives are not simply 
a storehouse reflecting an accumulation of state activities. Instead, we see, 
according to Stoler, through the archival remains, an assemblage of reports of 
failures and victories, the emergence of new bureaucratic categories as well 
as expressions of uncertainties, processes of revealing and concealing, differ-
ences of opinion, instances of conflicts, indifference, ignorance and disregard, 
sudden anxieties and, of course, lots of routine. Apart from reports of past 
events, archives also contain interesting images of the future in the guise of 
(sometimes aborted) plans and (sometimes illusory) projects. This implies 
that we can no longer speak of ‘the colonial project’ as a single and coherent 
phenomenon, as Stoler did in her earlier work. Good historians are of course 
familiar with these kinds of complexities. They are accustomed to encoun-
tering contestations and contradictions during archival research, but they 
are less o�en accustomed to making archives into an object of ethnographic 
research. Along the archival grain is an eloquent plea to explore this approach 
more seriously. 

Stoler considers archives ‘not just as repositories of state power, but as 
unquiet movements in a field of force, as restless realignments and readjust-
ments of people and the beliefs to which they were tethered, as spaces in 
which the senses and the affective course through the seeming abstractions 
of political rationalities’ (pp. 32-3). Moreover, it is Stoler’s ambition to ‘look 
for the pulse of the archive in the quiescence and quickened pace of its own 
production, in the steady and feverish rhythms of repeated incantations, for-
mulae, and frames’ (p. 35). I must admit that I had never looked at archives 
in this way. The power of Stoler’s rhetoric is also a bit confusing, and I am not 
quite sure how to identify these ‘pulses’. 

As Frances Gouda remarked earlier in this discussion, theory should ulti-
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mately be grounded in empirical case studies. Since Raben concentrated on 
Chapters 3 to 5 of Stoler’s book, I focus here on Chapters 6 and 7, in which 
Frans Carl Valck is the main character. Valck was a colonial administrator in 
the 1870s who wrote disturbing reports about violent practices in the recently 
opened plantation belt of northern Sumatra, focusing on a murderous assault 
by coolies on a European family. Valck blamed planters for the violence that 
was inflicted upon their families by coolies who were maltreated by their 
masters. Stoler explores conflicting flows of information concerning this 
case, and makes ma�ers even more complicated by revealing the existence 
of gangs of local Gayos, Malay, Chinese, and Javanese who were roaming 
around at the fringes of the colonial estates and refused to subordinate them-
selves to the colonial labour system. 

This is an example of very good research, but more issues could have been 
explored here in detail. In the end we know very li�le about what motivated 
Valck, and that is somewhat disappointing. The role and interests of the 
Malay aristocracy and their relations with the gangs remain somewhat vague. 
It would have been useful to investigate more thoroughly the circulation of 
information, rumours and gossip in the colony, both through bureaucratic 
channels and social networks. Parallel to this, particular strategies to establish 
hierarchies of truth could have been examined in more detail. Stoler does 
indeed refer to these processes and mentions people who were part of these 
networks, but fails to show the extent to which the north Sumatra case was 
connected to similar cases elsewhere in the colony, where administrators, 
inspired by Multatuli’s novel Max Havelaar, tried to protect the indigenous 
population against colonial exploitation. Here, an ethnography of the archive 
could have moved beyond the proverbial single case study in order to explore 
broader pa�erns (or pulses?) that pushed and pulled the colony. [I must admit 
that I am also to blame in this respect because I failed, upon Ann’s request, 
to deliver relevant references on another conflict in north Bali in which Valck 
was involved before he was transferred to north Sumatra.] 

Chapter 7 is based on private correspondence between Valck and his 
daughter from 1869 to 1892. The daughter, who spent part of her life in the 
Indies, was less interested in what happened around her – a typical expat 
avant la le�re. In this context Stoler launches the helpful concept of ‘politics of 
disregard’ (which is different from the politics of ignorance) to indicate how 
parts of the colony were deliberately deleted from further observation and 
omi�ed in private correspondence. 

I admire the intellectual richness of the book, but I feel uncomfortable about 
two things. The first is a lack of balance between theoretical explorations and 
empirical case studies. Stoler wants to go further than doing an ethnography 
in the archives. Instead, she aims to set a new standard for an ethnography 
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of the archives (p. 45). However, to my mind the case studies are examples 
of good fieldwork in the archives, and have not yet set a new standard. It 
requires much more fieldwork in the archives to be able to write an ethnogra-
phy of the archives. 

The second point worries me even more. Why were archives in Indonesia 
ignored in this ethnography? I found only one reference, but anyone familiar 
with colonial archives knows that substantial sets of information can only 
be found in Indonesia and must not be ignored by a serious researcher. The 
Indonesian archives are part and parcel of the colonial archives and can not 
be omi�ed. I was also surprised to see that no Indonesian scholars are men-
tioned in the opening pages of the book. Even though the subject ma�er of the 
book is part of their history, they apparently do not belong to Stoler’s circles 
of esteem, ‘a cluster of scholars who respect each other, cite each other’s work, 
push each other’s ideas into the academic marketplace, and, occasionally, rise 
to each other’s defense’ (Cribb 2005:289). Nor do Indonesians play a meaning-
ful role in the main part of the book. Along the archival grain has, therefore, 
despite its innovative ambitions, an unexpected colonial flavour. 
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Thinking through colonial ontologies

There were times in working on Along the archival grain over the last some 20 
years when I thought I could hear Jorge Luis Borges laughing at me. There he 
was smirking from within the piles of archival documents splayed across my 
office, squashed into file boxes, reordered in cabinets, perched on chairs, bur-
ied under my feet below my desk. Sometimes I wondered if I had unknow-
ingly entered an imperial labyrinth he might have described, caught in its 
maze, attempting to trace a map of the Dutch colonial archives as dense and 
extensive as they were themselves. As anyone can attest who has worked 
through the extraordinary amount of documents that the Netherlands Indies 
colonial administrators wrote, cribbed, and exchanged, and through the inter-
nal and adjacent critiques and comments that spilled beyond their guarded 


