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THE HISTORICAL A PRIORI ÀND THE ARCITIVE
of themes, nor by the obstinacy of a meaning transmitted, forgotten, and
rediscovered; they communicate by the form of positivity of their discourse, or more exactly, this form of positivity (and the conditions of
operation of the enunciative function) defines a ûeld in which formal
idìntities, thematic continuities, translations of concepts, and polemical
interchanges may be deployed. Thus positivity plays the role of what

CHAPTER J

The Histori

cal a

The positivity of a discourse
..orå*y, or .lirri""l medicine

priori and the Archive
-

like that of Natural History, 'political

- characterizes its unity-throughout time,
individual euures, books, and texts. This unity certainly

""J*.1íL.yorrd
does not enable us to

sey of Linnaeus or Buffon, Quesnay or Turgot'

Broorr"irorBichat,who'toldt*""j1#t.î:::','":#:l;iïïil;
destination, which
a science.

But what

eus (or Turgot and
e talking about'the same thing', bY
or at'the same distance', by deploy-

opposing one another on 'the same
oiher hand, whY one cennot saY that
Darwin

is

talking about the sam

nt origin to its present stage; but e more
influences that have operated from one
domain of explicit polemics. Different
books, that whole mass of texìs that belong to a single
æ,1)fes,dispersed
-formation
discursive
- and so many authors who know or do not know
one another, criticize one another, invalidate one another, pillage one
another, meet without knowing it and obstinately intersect their unique

ofwhich they are nor the masters, ofwhich they cannot

the whole, and ofwhose breadth they h
these various figures and individuals do n
see

logical succession ofpropositions that they

tz6

a

priori.

Juxtaposed these two words produce a rather startling effect; -what I
ttre"n b-y the term is an a príori that is not â condition of validity for
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the a priorí of a history that is given, since it is that of things actually said.
The ieason for using this rather barbarous term is that this a príorí mast
take account of statèments in their dispersion, in all the flaws openecl up
by their non<oherence, in their overlapping and mutual replacement, in
their simultaneity, which is not unifiable, and in their succession, which is
not deductible; in short, it has to take account ofthe fact that discourse
has not only a meaning or a truth, but â history, and a specifrc history that
does not refer it back io the laws of an alien development. It must show,
for example, that the history of grammar is not the projectio_n into the
field of l*goag" and its problems of a history that is generally that of

oi" pãrticular menølity, a history in any case thatit shares with
medicine, mec-hanical sciences, or theology; but that it involves a type of
history - a form of dispersion in time, a mode of succession, of stability,
and oireactivarion, a sþeed of deployment or roretion - tbat belongs to it
alone, even if it is not èntirely unrelated to other types of history. Moreover, this a priori does not elude historicity: it does not constitute, above
in an unmoving heaven, en etemPorâl structure; it is defined
events,
"nd
as the group ofrules that characterize a discursive Prectice: butthese rules
ere no-t imposed from the outside on rhe elements that they relate
together; thìy are caught up in the very things that they-connect; and if
ttot modified with the least of them, they-m9-difythem, and.are
thãy
"re
transformed with them into certain decisive thresholds. The a ptiori of
positivities is not onlythe system of a temporal dispersion; it is itselfa
transformable grouP.
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THE STATEMENT AND TI{E ARCHIVE

it begins with the outside of ou¡ own
language (tangage); its locus is the gap between our own discu¡sive
practices. In this sense, it is valid for our diagnosis. Not because it would
enable us to draw up a table ofour distinctive features, and to sketch out
in advance the face that we will have in the future. But it deprives us of
our continuities; it dissipates that temporal identity in which we are
pleasecl to look at ourselves when we wish to exorcise the discontinuities
outside our discursive practice;

of history; it breaks the th¡ead of transcendental teleologies; and where
anthroBològical thought once questioned man's being or subjectiviry, it
transformatíon of statements.

liis obvioui that the archive of a society, a culttrre, or a civilization
cennot be described exhaustively; or even, no doubt, the archive of a
whole period. On the otherhand, it is not possible for us to describe our
since it is from within these rules that we speak, since it is
o*o
"r.hio.,
that which gives to what we can say - and to itsel{, the object of our discoursç - its rnodes of appearance, its forms of existence and coexistence,
its system of'accumulation, historicity, and disappearance. The -a1ghive
cannot be described in its totality; and in its presence it is unavoidable. It
emerges in fragments, regions, and
greater sharpness, the greater the t
were it not for the rariry of the
disrance would be necessary to analyse

it. And yet could this description

now bursts open the other, and the outside. In this sense, the diagnosis does
not establish the fact ofour identiry bythe playofdistinctions.It establishes
that we are difference, that our reason is the difference of discou¡ses, our
history the difference of times, our selves the diffe¡ence of masks. That
difFerence, far from being the forgotten and recovered origin, is this
dispersion that v¡e are and make.
The never completed, never wholly achieved uncovering ofthe archive
forms the general horizon to whichthe description ofdiscu¡sive formations,
the analysis of positivities, the mapping of the enunciative field belong.
The right of words - which is not that of the philologists - authorizes,
therefore, the use of the term archaeology to describe all these searches.
This term does not imply the search for a beginning; it does not relate
analysis to geological ãxcavation. It designates the general theme of a
description that questions the already-said at the level ofits existence: ofthe
enunciative function thet operetes within it, of the discursive formation,
and the general archive system to which it belongs. Archaeology describes
discourses as practices specified in the element of the archive.

of time that su¡rounds our Presence, which overhangs it, and which indicates it in its otherness; it is that which, outside ourselves, delimits us.
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