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Harris offers a brief preliminary deconstructive reading of archives–memory nexuses.
The reading is positioned in relation to what he sees as a paucity of engagement
between archivy and the emerging memory industry. While, at one level, the essay is
simply a reading of Jacques Derrida and Paul Ricoeur within archives–memory nex-
uses, at another, it is an attempt to demonstrate how troubled, and troubling, these
nexuses are. Harris ranges from theoretical to anecdotal, conceptual to political, and
argues that archives and memory are best understood as genres of the trace.
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Introduction2

In both popular and professional discourses, the concepts of ‘archives’ and ‘memory’
tend to be held in an uncomfortable relation of separation. The former is still commonly
associated with notions of stability, durability and evidence, the latter with fluidity,
transience and narrativity. The former has been appropriated by archival experts over
centuries. The latter is developing as a field of specialist knowledge and is being appro-
priated by its own cohort of experts, linked most often to the processes and discourses
of transitional justice, dialogue theory, psychotherapy, neuroscience, oral history and
indigenous knowledge. Engagement between this emerging body of knowledge and
practice (what Michael Piggott, reading Kerwin Lee Klein, calls ‘the memory indus-
try’),3 on the one hand, and archivy, on the other, has been limited.

This essay offers a brief preliminary deconstructive reading of archives–memory
nexuses. At one level, it is simply a reading of Jacques Derrida and Paul Ricoeur within
these nexuses – a reading which suggests that (in their readings) archives and memory
are best understood as genres of the trace. Derrida and Ricoeur were two of the great
thinkers of the late twentieth century. While neither can be said to have engaged with
archivy, both undertook sustained engagements with both ‘archives’ and ‘memory’.
Both wrote seminal texts on archives–memory nexuses. Derrida, of course, gave the
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world ‘deconstruction’. He resisted defining the term, and he discouraged those who
looked to turn it into a theory or a methodology. For him, as I have argued elsewhere,4

deconstruction was something always already at work within texts – what he called an
incessant movement of recontextualisation – as well as paying heed to that something,
by means of what Christopher Norris calls ‘textual close-reading’.5

Anecdotes

I begin with two personal anecdotes.6 Both describe experiences which unfolded in the
late 1990s and were concentrated within the years from 1996 to 1998. Together, they
changed the way I thought about archives and memory and opened me to the perspec-
tives articulated in this essay. One is a story of a truth commission; the other of a scrap-
book.

South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation Commission was established in 1995, and,
the following year, I was appointed head of liaison between the Commission and the
National Archives of South Africa. Then I was seconded to the Commission’s investiga-
tion into the destruction of records by the apartheid state and spent the best part of two
years scouring security establishment offices and vaults. We worked in teams, compris-
ing members of both the old and new orders. At one point, I was working closely with
a former freedom fighter – let’s call him Ben – as the investigation moved from military
intelligence to the security police. One day, I shared with him what a military team
member had said to me, as we painstakingly listed surviving apartheid-era files, namely,
‘we should have destroyed more’.7 Ben was as outraged as I had been. Some months
later, Ben was overseeing the securing and listing of surviving security police case files.
We were both disturbed at what these files contained – a destructive mix of misinforma-
tion and horrible truth, evidence of personal flaws and compromises, deeds of courage
and deeds of betrayal. One day, he turned to me and, shaking his head, said: ‘Maybe
they should have destroyed them all’.

Here, I offer one reflection on this experience. The files we were dealing with had
been conceptualised and used as instruments of oppression. They fell into the category
of what Paul Ricoeur would call ‘bad memory’.8 The systematic destruction undertaken
by the apartheid state in its last days had been an endeavour to cover its tracks – a
systemic amnesia falling into the category of what Ricoeur would call ‘destructive for-
getting’.9 The Truth Commission, clearly, was about ‘good memory’, about turning the
surviving files into what Eric Ketelaar has called ‘instruments of empowerment and
liberation’,10 about allowing for constructive forgetting. These were the certitudes I took
into the Commission process – ‘good’ the binary opposite of ‘bad’; ‘constructive’ the
binary opposite of ‘destructive’. By the end of the process, I was not certain about
anything.

The second story is about a scrapbook. My life partner of 30 years – Kerry – and I
first began corresponding in 1981, in the days before email, text messaging and Face-
book. Handwritten letters, cards, notes – for years always deemed worthy of preserva-
tion – had all been stored safely. In 1997, after a change of residence and a clearing of
boxes, we flirted briefly with the possibility of destroying what had grown into a
substantial record, supplemented in its last year of accumulation by printouts of email
communications. We decided instead, however, to embark on an epic journey together,
re-reading each item, appraising it, then either destroying it or preserving it in part or in
full. The journey took over a year, finally resulting in a scrapbook of fragments, ordered
chronologically and contextualised with dates and occasional explanatory annotations.
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I would like to offer two reflections on this second story. First, I remember feeling
uncomfortable at the beginning of the scrapbook journey. I felt uncomfortable as an
archivist; I felt as though we were meddling with the record and, clearly, we were. But
we were doing what archivists do as part of their work – reading the record, appraising
it, narrating it. We were deeming what is worthy to be archived and what is not. And
no doubt somewhere in the future, Kerry and I will read the scrapbook again, possibly
‘redeem’ it and bequeath it to our son, possibly re-narrate it before bequeathing it or
possibly simply destroy it.

Second, among the many extraordinary discoveries made during the making of
the scrapbook, one stands out. At the outset, we shared a similar memory of the
way in which we had decided to get married. In short, Kerry had been reluctant, but
I had been keen, determined and persuasive enough to secure her agreement, eventu-
ally. Our individual memories of that time had coalesced into a collective memory,
which was shared, more or less, by family and friends. And yet, the letters told a
different story. There was no evidence of me pushing or of being enthused once the
decision was taken. There was, on the other hand, much evidence of Kerry engaging
with the idea of marriage, talking about its advantages and embracing the decision.
So we were confronted by two different stories – one in the archives of our corre-
spondence, another in the archives of many memories, including our own. We still
have not resolved this conundrum. And, of course, the record does not speak for
itself – we, or others, are going to have to find the narrative which will make sense
of things.11

Troubles

The experiences outlined above were troubling, precisely because the framing of my
more or less conventional positivist archival thinking at the time was not hospitable to
complexity and uncertainty. Instead, as with other discourses of modernity, it was char-
acterised by ready categorisation, the hard boundary between categories (the ‘either/or’,
rather than the ‘both/and’) and the binary opposition. These are my ‘targets’ in the read-
ing of archives–memory nexuses. I explore, in turn, the pairs ‘perception’/‘recollection’,
‘memory’/‘recollecting’, ‘long-term memory’/‘short-term memory’, ‘individual mem-
ory’/‘collective memory’, ‘remembering’/‘forgetting’, ‘conscious’/‘unconscious’ and
‘memory’/‘imagination’.

The trouble with memory is that it is ubiquitous. It folds into every human
discourse, transaction, record, conversation. Think, for example, of the argument with a
partner or spouse which routinely loses track of the matter at hand, because it has
turned into a disagreement over what was said and how it was said at the beginning of
the argument. Memory is always at play. Indeed, no train of thought by an individual is
possible without memory being at play. Whether that individual is simply ruminating
on the lyrics of a song or drafting a communication or crafting a complex argument for
a conference paper, he or she is drawing on memory of the rules – if not the content –
of languages, idioms, conventions and genres. One must remember rules, in order to
make sense of the simplest experience.

But beyond the imperative, individuals unavoidably engage experience with, and
through, a rich layering of memory. Memory of previous experience is a filter and a
feeler for present experience. In the formulation of Jacques Derrida: ‘[f]rom the outset,
perception belongs to recollection’.12 So that all experience – even before it is thought
about, before it is made sense of, before it is communicated to another – is always
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already mediated by memory. Think back for a moment to my Truth Commission story
– the files and three people: the former apartheid security functionary, the former
freedom fighter and me. Before we read any files, before we assessed anything, our
different histories and our recollections of those different histories fundamentally shaped
how each of us understood the task at hand, what each of us was looking for and why
each of us would come to different conclusions.

The trouble with memory is that it folds into and out of itself continuously.
What science calls ‘short-term memory’ is a space of dizzying dynamism – a con-
tainer being filled and emptied simultaneously. Whatever it holds – and we are talk-
ing, in terms of duration, of seconds, in most cases – is read against the contents
of what science calls ‘long-term memory’. This reading might involve what Paul
Ricoeur calls ‘automatic, mechanical recall’ or ‘intelligent reconstruction’ – in fact,
usually both, for, as Ricoeur points out, they are ‘intimately mingled in ordinary
experience’.13 The former Ricoeur phrase matches the Greek concept of mneme –
‘the popping into mind of a memory’ – the latter with anamnesis – ‘memory as an
object of a search’.14 So, long-term memory is always at play ‘in the short-term’, at
once determinative of the patterns which emerge and subject to re-patterning in the
process. To state it crudely – what is in long-term memory moves into short-term
memory and back again. And what is in short-term memory either moves into long-
term memory or is erased. Most of it is erased, forgotten. Whether moved or erased,
remembered or forgotten, memory can also be recorded on an external surface.
Memory can be recorded, either in the sense of inscription (the Greek graphein) or
imprinting (tupos) onto a surface that is external to the individual’s psychic appara-
tus. In other words, memory can be archived.

The trouble with archives is that the word ‘archives’ – and the concept archived in
the word – means different things to different people. Even people calling themselves
archivists seem unable to agree on what archives are and are not. This is one of the rea-
sons why discourses calling themselves archival find it so difficult to reckon with mem-
ory. In truth, most often – at levels that we can call ontological, epistemological,
hermeneutical and psychological – they are paralysed by ‘memory’. Michael Piggott’s
2005 characterisation of archivists’ use of memory as carefree – that is, uncritical and
undeveloped – remains valid.15 As Margaret Hedstrom concluded from her 2010 review
of archival literature’s engagement with memory: ‘Although recent archival science lit-
erature is replete with allusions and references to social and collective memory, the
appropriation of memory concepts in archival science suffers from simplification and
over-generalization’.16

In my understanding, ‘archives’ is defined by three fundamental movements or
attributes: one, a trace on, or in, a surface; two, a surface with the quality of exterior-
ity, and; three, an act of deeming such a trace to be worthy of protection, preserva-
tion and the other interventions which we call archival. I am indebted to Professor
Carolyn Hamilton for this use of the word ‘deem’ in relation to the word ‘archives’.
This use is not unrelated to the ‘deeming’ which takes place in Schellenbergian and
neo-Schellenbergian appraisal, but it posits an intervention almost without apparatus
and certainly without professional or disciplinary authority. Anyone can deem. In this
understanding,17 until there has been what Derrida would call ‘archivation’18 – until
the traces constituting memory are on an external surface and have been ‘deemed’ –
we cannot properly speak of ‘archives’. The three movements of archivation could be
regarded as constituting the generic law of archives.19 I offer, here, three examples to
illustrate these movements:
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(1) In the final phase of his imprisonment, Nelson Mandela was accommodated in a
prison house under the watch of warder Jack Swart.20 On many days, Mandela
left notes for Swart at the entrance to the house, to be picked up by the latter on
his arrival in the morning – fragments, ephemera, if you like. For instance:
‘please make me a light breakfast’ and ‘please don’t kill the mouse’. To Swart,
however, they had great value, and he kept every one for a collection which he
still holds, now over 20 years later. He deemed them worthy.

(2) Someone does a bungee jump and has it recorded on video. She posts a story on
her Facebook page, together with several extracts from the video. The rest of the
footage is erased. What she has deemed worthy and has imprinted (‘imprint’ –
tupos – in the Greek, inextricably linked to the metaphor of the stamp and the
seal)21 on the external surface provided by Facebook constitutes archives.

(3) In 1999, I had a vivid dream followed by an extraordinary (conscious) experi-
ence. Over the following days, I carried in memory an image representing both
the dream and the subsequent experience. Then I had a version of that image
tattooed on my arm. It had been moved from the interiority of my own psychic
apparatus to the exteriority of my arm. It had been deemed, by me, to be worthy
of archivation. It had been archived. Of course, I also carry in memory a com-
plex story of that dream and what happened to me afterwards. I have never writ-
ten it down, but I have told it to my closest friends. In other words, it is no
longer confined by the interiority of my own psychic apparatus. It has the exteri-
ority afforded by its imprint in the psychic apparatuses of my friends and those
they have chosen to share it with. Moreover, it has been deemed worthy in, and
by, the act of sharing. It has been archived, just as surely as the image on my
arm.22 Some would disagree, arguing that, at most, my story has become part of
a collective memory. However, it has all three of the fundamental attributes of
archives. As did – to go back to my story of the scrapbook – the collective
memory of family and friends, in relation to Kerry and I deciding to get mar-
ried. As do the memories of communities in South Africa reclaiming land lost
to the state during the apartheid era – these communities bring their memories
to the Land Claims Court to do battle with the archives of the apartheid state.
This is archives versus archives, in the view of these communities, not memory
versus archives.

The trouble with collective memory is that, on the one hand, it is better understood as a
form, or subgenre, of archives, and on the other, its binary partner, individual memory,
is woven through with elements that are profoundly collective in nature. One never
remembers alone.23 As I alluded to at the outset, languages, idioms, conventions and
genres – the rules, if not the content, of which determine how experience is converted
into individual memory – belong to collectivities, so that there is an unavoidable public
structure to any individual memory. In the formulation of John Caputo reading Jacques
Derrida: ‘We [“we” as individuals and “we” as collectivities] are always and already …
embedded in various networks – social, historical, linguistic, political, sexual … – vari-
ous horizons or presuppositions’.24 We are always and already embedded in what
Derrida has termed archi-writing, or archi-text. We are embedded in meta-archives, if
you like, behind all remembering. In other words, before all memory – whether individ-
ual or collective – are archives. Contrary, then, to the conventional (positivist) mnemic
(or mnestic) trajectory of memory becoming archives (or getting lost), deconstruction
posits archives becoming memory becoming archives – memory folding into archives,
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archives folding into memory. For deconstruction, then, memory and archives are best
understood as genres of the trace,25 subject to what Derrida calls ‘the law of the law of
genre’, namely, ‘a principle of contamination, a law of impurity, a parasitical economy’.
In this understanding, the boundary between memory and archives should be seen as a
process and, more specifically, as a process of invagination.26

Speaking of loss, the trouble with memory, in the memorable formulation of
Heidegger, is that ‘remembering is possible only on the basis of forgetting’.27 In other
words, forgetfulness is the very possibility of memory. In the discourses of modernity,
of course, forgetting is usually opposed to remembering in a binary relation – forget–
remember – equivalent to any number of other binary opposites – dark–light,
blindness–sight, loss–gain, bad–good and so on. In these discourses, memory is defined,
fundamentally, as a struggle against forgetting. And yet:

• First, the notion of total recall – of a memory which absorbs and holds all – is
monstrous. To be human is to have mnemic limits of capacity and competence.
To be human is to need to have the traces of violence, of violation, removed
from living memory, from anamnesis. To be human is to have the capacity to for-
give – a capacity which Ricoeur describes as an appeasement of memory, which
‘seems to constitute the final stage in the progress of forgetting’.28 To be human
is to have the right to forget.

• Second, all traces in human memory are narrativised, wrapped in a story, pat-
terned by a narrative. Memory is narrativised over and over again, with each
movement of recall and re-inscription. In the terminology of Ricoeur, narrative
mediates memory. And ‘the idea of an exhaustive narrative is a performatively
impossible idea. The narrative necessarily contains a selective dimension’.29 In
other words, with each narration, there is loss. Forgetting is imbricated in remem-
bering.30 In the formulation of Derrida: ‘in anamnesis itself, there is amnesia’.31

• Third, the logic of the trace is an enabling to forget. Every movement to record
memory, to keep it safe, is a movement to forget, whether it is the movement
from immediate memory to short-term memory, the movement from short-term
to long-term memory, from consciousness to unconsciousness, from memory to
archives. Every movement here is about putting something in a safe. Listen
to Derrida again: ‘when you put something in a safe it’s just in order to be able
to forget it … When I handwrite something on a piece of paper, I put it in my
pocket or in the safe, it’s just in order to forget it, to know that I can find it again
while in the meantime having forgotten it’.32

Forgetting, then, is not necessarily the enemy of memory. There is what Ricoeur calls
‘founding forgetting’33 – a forgetting that is necessary, that is functional, that is healthy.
On the other hand, there is what Ricoeur calls ‘destructive forgetting’ – a forgetting that
is malevolent, dysfunctional and pathological. And the trouble is that ‘in human experi-
ence, there is no superior point of view from which one could apprehend the common
source of destroying and constructing. In this great dramaturgy of being, there is, for
us, no final assessment’.34 What is constructive can become destructive and vice versa.
More disturbing, the constructive and the destructive can fold out of one another.
Returning to my scrapbook, for instance, I have no confidence that only constructive
forgetting shaped its content. Another example: the fading memories of an ageing
person. Is this about healthy forgetting – a means to enable the ageing one to clear
away the clutter? To focus on what really matters? To do the soul work necessary in
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the final stages of a personal journey? Or is it dysfunctional, a denizen of decay, disease
and death? Is it healthy or is it dysfunctional? Is it both?35

The trouble with individual memory is that what keeps its content safe is the condi-
tion of its vulnerability. Safety is provided by interiority. The content is kept within the
individual’s psychic apparatus – in other words, in a safe. No one else – no one outside
– can meddle with it, use it inappropriately, betray confidences, alter it, recontextualise
it, efface it, lose it, destroy it. But this safety, as oral historians keep telling us, is the
source of great danger. Human mortality could result in all the content being erased in
an instant, without a trace. Human faculty, if not frailty, will undoubtedly result in the
individual herself meddling with content.

The trouble with archives, including collective memory, is that what keeps its
content safe is the condition of its vulnerability. Safety is provided by exteriority. The
traces on an external surface are safe from the faculty, the frailty and the mortality of
the individual. However, because it is outside, the traces are exposed to meddling by
the ones outside. At this point, I offer two observations, each tagging yet another layer
of trouble which will be explored below: first, I am not suggesting a binary opposition
between ‘outside’ and ‘inside’; second, meddling – for memory, for archives – is
unavoidable and not always undesirable.

What do we make of the unconscious, which psychoanalysis names as an ‘outside’
located deep inside the human psyche?36 It is an outside, because its content resists
what Ricoeur calls ‘the vigilance of consciousness’37 and because access to it from the
inside is barred by repression. It is a world of dreams, of forgotten or repressed memo-
ries, narratives and images, of languages and idioms, which are difficult or impossible
to grasp. The trouble with the unconscious is that it resists rational analysis and ulti-
mately eludes both the concept of memory and the concept of archives. If, like Bergson
and Ricoeur, we regard it as a category of memory, then the unconscious is an awkward
domain of latency, of what Ricoeur calls a reserve of forgotten memories,38 and its attri-
butes of exteriority remain unaccounted for. If, on the other hand, like Derrida, we
regard the unconscious as a category of archives, then the full richness of the Freudian
and Jungian discourses is harnessed, with both individual and collective dimensions of
the unconscious reckoned with, but the act of deeming – the third necessary attribute or
movement of archives – remains unaccounted for, unless, that is, deeming can be car-
ried out unconsciously.

The unconscious could be described as a domain of meddling – a domain in which
memory is muddled with fantasy – in which comedy, farce and horror are muddled with
documentary. Does not one feel meddled with by one’s dreams, both those that feel
benign and those we call nightmares? So, meddling appears to be the warp and woof of
the unconscious. But meddling, as I have suggested, is also the warp and woof, more
broadly, of the domain that we have named the trace.39 For the trouble with the trace is
that it never speaks for itself. What I have already discussed about traces in memory
applies equally to traces in archives – they are narrativised, wrapped in a story, pat-
terned by a narrative. Memory is narrativised over and over again, with each movement
of recall and re-inscription. Like the correspondence that Kerry and I have narrated into
scrapbook form and will continue to narrate in forms and contexts still to be
determined. Always with the trace, there must be a reckoning with more than evidence
of what is past. Always already, there is also story, there is imagination and there is
future, which is why, in the Socratic tradition, the Greeks either viewed memory as a
category of imagination or viewed imagination as a category of remembering.40 Which
is why, in deconstructive and other post-positivist accounts of archives, meaning and
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significance in archives is unstable, imbricated in ever-shifting contexts, determined, in
principle, by a future which is always coming.

Conclusion

The trouble is that I have only begun to name the troubles, and the troubling, in
archives–memory nexuses, but I want, at least, to move towards a conclusion. Of
course, the trouble with conclusions is that they carry with them an expectation of
wrapping up, of tying up loose ends, of summation, of a final exhortation. I can offer
none of these. Instead, I want to address one last dimension of trouble, before closing
with a comment on troubledness.

I have alluded to the question of forgiveness, and, without being named, this
question is woven through my anecdotes of the Truth Commission and the scrapbook.
Forgiveness haunted South Africa’s Truth Commission – a burden given it by both par-
ticipants and observers and most often confused with conciliation; tales of forgiveness
asked and given littered the correspondence from which the scrapbook emerged. For-
giveness, as a concept and as a process, is interwoven with memory. It is no accident
that Ricoeur ends his monumental Memory, History, Forgetting with a long epilogue on
forgiveness, which he introduces thus: ‘Forgiveness – if it has a sense, and if it exists –
constitutes the horizon common to memory, history and forgetting’.41 The trouble with
it is that it demands both remembering and forgetting. I must remember the fault, the
violation done to me. I must forget the pain of it as living memory, as anamnesis. I
must forget my judgement (as an active passing of judgement) of the violator. I must
remember that I have forgotten. The trouble with forgiveness is that human society –
certainly intimate human connection – is unimaginable without it, but that as an act of
mercy from one to another, it is impossible. As has been argued in different ways by
Derrida, Hartmann and Ricoeur, forgiveness is directed precisely towards what is unfor-
giveable.42 The violation cannot be erased. And while forgiving a violator is one thing,
forgiving a violation is another. Who has the authority, finally, to say ‘you are for-
given’? Also, no one can be certain that an act of forgiveness will not be followed by
return of the pain, of the judgement. I can never be certain that I have forgiven, finally.

There is forgiveness. Not as an act of mercy from one to another. Not defined in
any blueprint or by any institution. There is forgiveness in what Anne Michaels calls a
rendezvous43 – a sublime rendezvous between who I am now and who I was before the
violation; a sublime rendezvous between remembering and forgetting.

When we speak about memory, nothing is certain. When we speak about archives,
nothing is certain. As I have attempted to demonstrate, with memory and archives come
trouble and an incessant troubling. To be troubled is not a bad thing. One of the etymo-
logical tributaries for the word ‘trouble’ comprises the grouping of the concepts
‘crowd’, ‘throng’ and ‘disorder’. To be troubled is to be aware of crowdedness, of an
overflowing of space. To address archives–memory nexuses, I would argue, is to be
crowded. Derrida got it just right when he said, in 1994, that ‘nothing is … more trou-
bled and more troubling today than the concept archived in this word “archive”’.44 He
said that just as ‘memory’ was taking off as a field of study in its own right. I have no
doubt that if he were still alive today and had found it necessary to read the burgeoning
literature of the memory industry, particularly the literature of transitional justice, he
would have felt oppressed by the certainties and clarities informing it and would have
been tempted to rehearse his words accordingly: nothing is more troubled, and more
troubling, today than the concept archived in this word ‘memory’.
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