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Presents, Futures, Pasts
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— M. NourbeSe Philip, Zong! (2008: 7)

Wigbertson Julian Isenia
University of Amsterdam

The book-length poem Zong! (2008) by M. NourbeSe
Philip is composed word for word from a two-page
court record by Gregson v. Gilbert (1783), the only
preserved documentation of a massacre in which 150
enslaved Africans were thrown overboard from a
British slave ship named Zong. The ship, previously a
Dutch vessel owned by the Middelburgsche Commercie
Compagnie, ironically, even cynically, bore a name
supposedly taken from the Dutch word zorg, which
means ‘care’. In Zong!/, Philip deconstructs the record
and reorders its language, situating their creative work
exactly in this process of rearrangement. Working with
the legal language of the court-case record, in which
the murdered enslaved appear only as the ship owner’s
loss of ‘valuable cargo’, Philip fashions a deliberately
incoherent and fragmented voice that insists on the
impossibility of narrating a story that the archive omits
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or refuses to hold. Seeking to make its silences audible,
interpretable, and readable, Philip’s poem, Jenny
Sharpe (2020: 21) points out, ‘does not tell the stories
that are missing from the archives so much as cause us
to sense the presence of an unrepresented past within
the very documents that exclude them. The poem, in
this sense, acts as a direct confrontation with the limits
and constraints of the archive.

Zong!, then, offers a potent example of the themes
that animate this issue of Efnofoor: what it means
to grapple with the violences and potentialities of
archives, to explore their carceral logics as well as their
insurgent or emergent possibilities, and to trace how
loss and erasure, whether recorded or unrecorded,
take part in the making and unmaking of the archive
— that is: how it persistently breaks its own promise
to preserve. Indeed, as the contributions in this issue
show, the ‘carceral’ nature of the archive — its capacity
to confine, discipline, and delimit what can be known
— is never complete. Inviting leakage and trespass as
much as they impose order and discipline, archives can
become the very sites where their own containment
is undone, allowing other forms of memory, life, and
relationality to emerge.

Thearchive,as Michel-Rolph Trouillot (2022[1995])
reminds us, is not a neutral repository, but an active site
of production that prepares facts for historical (il)legi-
bility. Archives, he writes, assemble. In their physical
and institutional manifestations, they are spaces where
tensions emerge between what happened, the stories
told about these events, and those who construct and
narrate them. Achille Mbembe (2002: 19), in turn,
likens the archive to both temple and cemetery: a ‘reli-
gious’ space of preservation and a tomb for the frag-

ments of lives enshrined within it. To enter the archive,
then, is to enter into a politics of what is known, what
can be known, and who is allowed to know. Or, writes
Derrida (1995: 4), ‘there is no political power without
control of the archive’. Yet, Ann Stoler (2018: 49) warns
that archives are never hermetically sealed: they are
always subject to encroachment and reinterpretation,
their premises of order continually undone from within
and without. The archive, then, is neither temple,
seen as beyond reproach or even perfect, nor a tomb,
sealed or closed off, but a living terrain of struggle. It is
precisely in this struggle that Zong/ — and many other
reworkings of archival absences and presences — find
their strength.

Archives actively make and remake the past. As
noted earlier, despite their appearance of neutrality,
they are often structured by or enact logics of exclu-
sion. Operating through gaps, omissions, and distor-
tions that mark whose voices are heard and whose are
left out, archives obfuscate as much as they unveil. One
way to address this is to read archives against the grain,
using them against their intended purpose to challenge
dominant narratives and uncover what their creators
may have deliberately or inadvertently excluded
(Hartman 2019). However, focusing only on what is
missing can risk flattening the complexity of what is
present, too. Indeed, as Stoler (2008) argues, reading
archives along the grain — in line with their stated
aims and internal logics — can display how archival
repositories function as active sites of governance,
showing how archives (re)produce imperialism, and
how they expose both affect and bureaucratic anxieties
of colonial administrators and clerks.

Reading archives along the archival grain thus
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brings into view the sensibilities and anxieties of those
who produced them, rather than only the information
they aimed to preserve. These sensibilities and anxi-
eties shape how documents are written and ordered,
leaving marks in the record: traces of pain, care, inter-
actions within and beyond repositories, or the everyday
practices that give records their form and meaning.
Archives, in this sense, register such complexities and
are encoded with thick, layered traces of social and
political relations, including the lives of objects or
more-than-human actors.

Scholarship in anthropology, Black Studies, Indig-
enous Studies, and critical archival studies has been
helpful in reorienting and disrupting the normative
ontological imaginaries of the archive (Sojoyner 2023:
4). Thinkers such as Hartman (2008), McKittrick
(2014), Wekker (2016), Rao (2009), and Lorimer
and Whatmore (2009), among others, have urged us
to understand the archive not only as a collection of
buildings, infrastructures, or tangible collections,
but also as comprising cultural, affective, living, and
visceral formations, in which the ‘city-as-archive’ or
the ‘body-as-archive’ appear as fabulative modes of
knowing — ways of knowing that use creative recon-
struction of the past to address gaps in the record. This
reorients the archive from a backward-looking quest
for lost truths to a future-oriented practice that treats
the present itself as an archive of possibilities — holding
traces of all the lives and connections that could have
been, but were lost, and are thus not yet realised
(Hochberg 2021).

Approaching archives in this way, we propose,
invites a deeper, more critical, and attentive engage-
ment. It asks us to consider not only how archives come

into being, but also what they direct us to notice and
what they make difficult to perceive. It draws focus
to the material, emotional, ontological, and epistemic
work embedded in their formation and use. In thislight,
archives become sites for different ways of recording,
remembering, and relating to archival records and
recognises them as open-ended, situated, and subject
to re-noticing, re-imagining, and re-making — not
simply as an act of critique alone, but as urgent prac-
tices of reading and reworking archives to bring forth
new ones that actively contest rigid pasts and presents.

This issue of Etnofoor opens with a contribution by
Rahael Mathews, who explores how artistic and poetic
practices can challenge the voids left by the colonial
institutional archive, focusing on the ongoing erasure
of Palestinian histories and subjectivities. Through
close readings of Hala Alyan’s poem Rewvision and
Kamal Aljafari’s film Recollection, Mathews examines
how artistic representations can disrupt, exceed, and
retrieve some of these archival elisions, guiding our
attention to the epistemic violence inherent to the
act of Zionist redaction as a colonial tool in archival
policing. Acknowledging the absent(ed) as constitutive
of the ‘real’, Mathews develops a decolonial praxis of
‘estranging the archive’, one that allows the examina-
tion of redaction both as a colonial tool of silencing,
and as a paradoxical gesture that opens space for
‘(poetic) re-fabulation’, affective witnessing, and coali-
tion. The article, in itself, is an acknowledgement of
the need to document the ongoing genocide in Gaza,
to remember the genocide, and to archive efforts of
Palestinian resistance.

The contribution by Nina Andro examines how
histories of Stellenbosch’ ‘coloured community’ — a
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self-identifier shaped under specific conditions of
creolisation — remain largely absent from official
archives and public history despite the group’s demo-
graphic presence. Through the public history project
Colouring In the Map, Andro charts where coloured
residents lived and socialised before Apartheid’s forced
removals. Archival research quickly exposes an ‘archival
silence’, so the project shifts toward ethnographic work
in community spaces. In the article, photographs, clip-
pings, stories, and everyday interactions form what the
author terms Informal Community Memory Centres.
These centres act as counter-archives that foreground
coloured histories and link memory to specific urban
sites. They rely on socio-material and spatial practices
of remembrance, while also revealing racial and epis-
temic power imbalances in research. The article argues
that these centres offer models for more ethnographi-
cally oriented, inclusive historical epistemologies, and
for rethinking how marginalised pasts are produced
and represented.

In the article ‘Reading the Cultural Archive in Het
Zuid-Afrikahuis: Coloniality, Racial Capitalism, and
Dutch Whiteness’, Pieter du Plessis examines how
Dutch white subjectivity is materially and spatially
curated and sustained within the Zuid-Afrikahuis
(zan), a cultural and knowledge centre established in
Amsterdam in 1923. Building on Edward Said’s notion
of a ‘contrapuntal reading’ of the (cultural) archive and
Ann Stoler’s call to ‘read along the archival grain’, du
Plessis shows how institutions like the Zuid-Afrika-
huis should be understood not only as repositories, but
as active producers of history: sites where racial imagi-
naries and colonial narratives are naturalised through
practices that seem neutral or antiquarian. Through a

10

close reading of the so-called zasm meeting room, a
space that visually enacts an imagined kinship (szam-
verwantschap) between Dutch and Boer-Afrikaners
while rendering Black South Africans invisible, du
Plessis reveals how colonial nostalgia, racial capitalism,
and selective remembering/forgetting coalesce in the
arrangements of objects and archival structures.

In a somewhat similar context, Karolien Nédée and
Daantjevande Linde critically examine how provenance
research engages with the colonial legacies embedded
in ethnographic museum collections. Drawing on their
work as provenance researchers at the Wereldmuseum
Rotterdam, they reflect on the methodologies involved
in provenance research, paying particular attention
to how archival research has been both indispensable
and obstructive in tracing object histories. Through
detailed case studies from the museum’s Africa collec-
tion, specifically items of weaponry and clothing, they
demonstrate how reading archives along and against
the grain reveals that archives do not convey timeless
or neutral historical truths but instead reflect the
logics of colonial power and Western epistemologies
of ownership and (dis)possession. Arguing that prov-
enance research should be concerned with attending to
archival silences, they suggest that revealing and filling
these gaps may ultimately create space for alternative
ways of knowing and remembering history.

Panos Achniotis’s article explores how memory
practices intersect with the temporal dynamics of
large-scale urban redevelopment in La Marina—Zona
Franca (LmzF), Barcelona. The article examines how
residents construct a neighbourhood-as-archive,
drawing on memories of industrial labour, Francoism,
and the legacy and remembrance of SEAT to make sense
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of spatial transformation. While national debates about
political violence have recently shaped Spain’s broader
political landscape, Achniotis highlights the meaning
of local memory work in guiding how people nego-
tiate both urban or sociopolitical transformations and
navigate the making of a future neighbourhood. Using
the notion of mentrestant (the ‘meantime’), the article
shows that memory work helps residents make sense
of the temporal space between present uncertainty
and the projected residential district. The haunting
and material presence of national histories, Achniotis
argues, functions not only as a site of lingering political
contention but also as a generative means of imagining
LMZF’s future and orienting newcomers towards neigh-
bourhood lives that are still in the making.

Enzo Hamel’s contribution ‘Listening to Archives’
develops a collaborative practice of listening to the
British anthropologist Gregory Bateson’s Iatmul
archives with Iatmul people - an ethnic group in Papua
New Guinea whose language is also called Iatmul -
turning silent pages into voiced encounters in men’s
houses along the Sepik river. Hamel reads fieldnotes
aloud in Jatmul, reanimating ancestral speech for
descendants like Caspar Avuran, an Iatmul man,
and opening space for correction, reordering, and
clan attribution. The article theorises the concepts of
voicing and entextualisation — the process of turning
spoken words into written text — to show how Iatmul
interlocutors shaped Bateson’s notebooks and how
researchers negotiated secrecy, payment, and respon-
sibility. Hamel centres power in the position of the
listener and exposes gendered quieting, while also
tracing how women insist on participating on their
own terms. Listening emerges as method and ethical

il

stance, returning elements of archival authority to
situated Iatmul communities and reframing Bateson’s
papers as plurivocal records.

In “The Ethnographer’s Archive of Encounters’, the
final article in this issue’s collection, Nicholas Lackenby
discusses the ethnographer’s archive as a living record,
shaped and reshaped by a variety of encounters and
shifting contexts. Drawing on a decade of research
in Serbia and Bosnia, Lackenby follows pamphlets,
prayers, sketches, icons, and protest leaflets as they
carry memories, beliefs, politics, and circulation routes
across Orthodox networks. Guided by the anthropolo-
gist Chihab El Khahab’s call to read data across time,
Lackenby shows how materials gain new meanings
as regimes and public life change. The archive stores
moments, affects, and claims about truth, and shows
how absences — such as a burned drawing of the Devil
— also mark presence. Reflecting on how collection
choices shape evidence, Lackenby invites readers to
treat field archives as sites of relation and responsibility.

We conclude this issue on Archives with a book
review of Damien Sojoyner’s ‘Against the Carceral
Archive’ (2023) by Sabahat Zehra, which shows how
the state’s carceral archive rests on a pejorative notion
of blackness and decides who counts as a civil subject.
Sojoyner argues that the state builds an archive that
turns racist views of blackness into common sense.
This archive sets the limits of civic life and presents
coercion as if it were neutral and natural. Working
through collections at the Southern California Library
and on lessons from Los Angeles organisers, Sojoyner
traces how disciplined, collective study prepares for
political action. He shows how this study reveals how
the archive operates while nurturing collective life
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toward liberation. The book recasts state ‘knowledge’
as myth, foregrounds Black communal epistemes,
and concludes with a synthesis of liberation grounded
in collections such as the papers of the author Clyde
Woods’s and the archive of the organisation Mothers
Reclaiming Our Children, both held at the Southern
California Library.

Ultimately, all the contributions in this issue high-
light the many ways in which archives can function as
sites of violence and repression, or as sites of possibility
and critical re-imagining. Taken together, they reveal
how working with archives is never a timeless, neutral,
or merely retrospective praxis, but always a deeply
affective and political one. Even if the archive can be
‘carceral’, as Sojoyner (2023) suggests, the authors in
this issue of E¢nofoor remind us that its boundaries also
remain inherently porous and open to encounters with
what has been repressed. Indeed, as Avery Gordon
(1997: xvi) describes in her ethnography ‘Ghostly
Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination’,
it is precisely ‘when things are not in their assigned
places, when the cracks and rigging are exposed, when
the people who are meant to be invisible show up
without any sign of leaving, when disturbed feelings
cannot be put away, when something else, something
different from before, seems like it must be done’
that the ‘haunting’ qualities of the past produce a
‘something-to-be-done’ in the present. In confronting
silences, absences, and presences, the contribu-
tions depict the archive’s limits while simultaneously
nurturing ‘a critical node of liberation and communal
praxis’ (Sojoyner 2023: 3).
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