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Designing the Archives in the 21st Century 
-Jalal Ahmed* 

 
An Archive is an accumulation of historical records or the physical place they are located. Archive 
contains primary source documents that have accumulated over the course of an individual or 
organization's lifetime. Professional archivists and historians generally understand archives to be 
records that have been nationally, and necessarily generated as a regular legal, commercial, 
administrative or serial/ socialactivities . 
 
In general, archive consists of records that have been selected for long term or permanent preservation 
on grounds of their enduring cultural, historical or evidentiary value. Archival records are normally 
unpublished and almost always unique, unlike books or magazines for which many identical copies 
exist. Thus the archives are different from libraries in their function, organization, collection and use.  
 
The National Archives of Bangladesh (NAB) was founded by the Father of the Nation Bangabadhu 
Sheikh MujiburRahman in 1972. It is not a continuation of the National Archives of Pakistan (NAP) 
established in 1951, as it didn't have any branch in the then Eastern Pakistan. So, the start here was 
afresh. After its creation it was placed under the Directorate of National Archives & Libraries and 
initially housed in a rented building. Later it was shifted to the National Library Building & now 
having a building of its own. It started functioning from 1972 under a Director. 
 
Keeping or maintaining of records is arguably as old as human civilization for thousands of years, the 
kingdoms were keeping records, particularly royal records, most of which were however later 
destroyed for different reasons. One of the oldest records is the code of Hammurabi, a well preserved 
Babylonian code of law of ancient Mesopotamia, dated back to about 1754 BC. It is one of the oldest 
deciphered writings of significant length on clay tablets. "Archaeologists have discovered archives of 
hundreds (and sometime thousands) of clay tablets going back to the third and second millennia BC in 
silos like Ebla, Mari, Amarna, Hattusas, Ugasit and Pylos." All of them are in present day Syria & 
Iraq. Archives were well developed by the ancient Chinese also as well as the ancient Greeks and 
ancient Romans. But most of those records are now lost as they were on Papyrus or rudimentary 
papers. From   the Middle Ages the Churches as well as the Kingdoms in Europe continued to enrich 
their archives with well- preserved records.  
 
In England they have developed their archives in particular method from the 11th Century. Modern 
archival thinking has relation with the French Revolution and the French National Archives was 
established in 1790. Before that Queen Elizabeth Iof England established a State Paper Office in 
1578. In the Indian subcontinent also in the pre-Mughal period there were 'Mohafezkhanas' but those 
records did not survive the test of time. Even we have very little remaining of the more organized 
Mughal ' Mohafezkhana'.During the middle ages, the Muslim rulers in India used to have record 
repositories. The Royal household establishment of Emperor Akbar was divided into 36 departments 
known as 'Karkhana.' The 'Akbarnama' gives a description as to how Akbar had established a record 
office in 1574 on the advice of AbulFazl who himself made use of the records preserved there for 
writing his book, 'Akbarnama'. Information on maintenance of records may also be gathered from 
Ain-l-Akbari. Best surviving Mughal repository is the State Archive of Andhra(Now Telengana). 
These papers of Aurangazib Era was brought to the then Nizam's Archive and they survived. In the 
pre-colonial period archives developed in different locations like Goa, Chennai (Madras), Mumbai 
(Bombay), Chandannagar& Kolkata (Calcutta). Particularly after the acquisition of Diwani or the 
right to collect revenue and dispense civil justice in 1765, the Fort William in Kolkata became a 
repository of such documents. A general record office was established in Fort William. The East India 
Company records were divided into Pre-Mutiny & Post-Mutiny records. From the early 18th century 
the system of record keeping in colonial India began to improve steadily. The Imperial Record 
Department (IRD) was created in Kolkata in 1891 with the Capital IRD moving to Delhi in 1930. 
After the Partition in 1947 the IRD was renamed into National Archives of India. With these 
developments the regulatory frameworks also started to evolve. In 1854 "Record Rules" were framed 
& in 1888 'Record Manual' was separately published which was revised from time to time.  
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Record management in the country is being done under many existing rules and regulations. Among 
them we may mention the Records Manual of 1943, Secretarial Instruction 2014, Rules of Business 
1975, Right to information Act-2009 and different other Manuals, Rules and Laws. In 1983 an 
Ordinance was promulgated in the name of National Archives Ordinance 1983 where in the title it is 
written "an ordinance to provide for the establishment of National Archives for the collection, 
preservation, maintenance and administration of permanent records and archives of the Government." 
Forty Eight years have passed by, and we are in the 21st Century for the last 20 years.We are 
transforming ourselves to a middle income country under the able leadership of the Honorable Prime 
Minister Sheikh Hasina. She has declared her vision to make us a developed country by 2041. So, it 
has been entrusted to   us to proceed with a plan to develop an Archive for the 21st century. 
  
"The Archival record is the direct, uninterrupted and authentic voice of the past: the primary evidence 
of what people did & what they thought; the look of places and events recorded through images both 
still & moving; life's beginnings and life's endings; the growth and decline of industries and the ebbs 
and flows of communities and cultures. The archived records is the foundation on which are built all 
our histories, with their many and varied voices."  
Archival records fulfill another unique role. They can be the evidential components of the public 
records and are therefore essential to understanding the process of decision-making and governance. 
After the Right to Information Act-2009 was passed, these records have become even more important. 
There are different categories of Archives; we would limit our discussion focusing mainly on 
Government Archives. 
  
As we all are aware that the world around us is changing rapidly. As a nation we are moving forward 
to reaching the status of a developed country by 2041. The technology driven changes isalso changing 
patterns of service delivery. In this part of 21st century we are made aware of the Industrial 
Revolution 4 or IR4. It would create immense impact on everything. The right to information Act-
2009 has enabled any citizen to get access to information. So the designing of the 21st century 
Archive would certainly have to be different. There are different types of Archives like -  

·  Government Archives  
·  College/University Archives 
·  Corporation Archives 
·  Historical Societies Archives 
·  Museum 
·  Religious Archives 
·  Special Collection  

In this paper we would discuss only on government or public archives.  It is no wonder that in today's 
rapidly changing world the Archives would also be facing new challenges.  

a)  There would be growing expectation in the society that all information resource be 
made available 24/7, preferably online.  

b)  There is a shift from paper to digital record keeping and other non- traditional record 
format.  

c)  The complex digital environment requires archives to develop new expertise with a 
wider range of skills & knowledge.  

Managing of electronic records is becoming a challenge day by day. The volume of information 
flowing electronically is enormous. It brings the issue of Big Data Management. But it also has 
problems identifying and capturing the information we want to keep. If we look back to the history of 
Civilization, things changed incrementally till the 19th century. But the 20thcentury technological 
changes gained momentum in the 21st century; it is all encompassing, and   things are changing 
almost everyday. In consideration of designing the Archives for 21st century we must also consider 
the changes that taking place in the stakeholders. What actually we want from an Archive? We all 
know that Archives are repositories of documents created through the normal business of a person, 
organization, institution & government. If we can place a properly designed Archives in the society 
then - 
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a)  Every citizen would feel a connection towards the community by  having easy 

access to information of National pride.  
b)  The children and young people would grow in an environment  where they would 

have easy access to information.  
c)  People can look for the answers of their queries.  
d)  Well informed decision by public sectors based on availability of  historical 

documents which are kept in order.  
e)  And the Nation become more aware of the value of the Archival  heritage.  

What do we expect from an Archive of the 21st century?  
a)  We would expect an Archive in the 21st century to meet the expectation of the 

clientele. Archives can't be a close organization as its present image portray. Archives 
should be an open organization having interaction with all its stakeholders.  

b)  We would expect the collectionsof Archives are made easily accessible to the general 
users as well as potential users. Most of the collections are yet to be organized in a 
way that clientele can have easy access. The Digital copies might also be made 
available to the users.  

(c)  The online content of the Archives would be the most prominent part of the 
collections of any Archive. Most of the collections, and not just the catalogue, should 
be made be accessible online. Fees can be charged and can be easily collected 
through online. However, nationally important documents should be  madeopen to the 
public free of charge. 

(d) If we look towards near future, the collections will still be in hard copies but the 
output  shouldbe  made in digital form. But after few years most of the inputs would 
also be in the  digital form as well as hard copies. Thus , this need should be kept in 
mind also while designing the Archives. 

(e) Are we thinking about 21st century? Do we know what would be happening after 
2050? or 2030? we don't know. The world is changing too fast! Are we getting ready 
for the next big things? Are we getting ready for the world after 2050? Internet of 
things or IOT will be changing our known world in a few more years, then we need to 
have portable archives of all. 

(f) The leadership of 21st century Archives should be a different one than present. The 
legal foundation laid in the 19th century, and developed through the 20th century now 
deserves a new base. We are expecting a new law. That would be expected to be 
adaptable one, adaptable with changes. Bring able leaders in the sector, then the 
informed, accommodative, professional partners would easily step in. 

(g) Encouraging partnership with the private initiative, using the private resources, 
encouraging private sectors to establish private sector Archives and bringing in 
Networking of Archives. 

(h) Encouraging students to Archival Knowledge. Making school/college students friends 
of Archives; bring them to different programs and provide them access to resources. 
Encourage  study visit by students into Archives. In the curriculum of secondary or 
higher secondary the first glimpses of Archival studies can be included. 

  (i) The National Archives of Bangladesh needs to prepare a comprehensive plan for the 
next 5 years for the development of Archives for future. That should include among 
others expansion of present Archive, a second location, digital archiving, motivating 
the stakeholders and creating skill manpower, particularly for digital archives. 

 These are only some points to ponder.  A detailed study of the present state and near 
and far future of archive can have an elaborate checklist of what to be done. Points 
can be organized under broad categories and sorted out accordingly. As Bangladeshis 
moving towards a middle income country, and then to a developed country,its 
Archives should not be lagging behind. So, there are scopes for detailed work on the 
future of archiving. Fielding of a good professional or two by NAB or the Ministry of 
Cultural Affairs would strengthen the often neglected area of our heritage.   

*Secretary, Bangladesh Archives and Records Management Society (BARMS). 
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