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Abstract  

In the ongoing struggle for social justice, documenting and remem-
bering cultures of revolution, resistance, and liberation, may be 
deprioritized because there’s so much to be done now. Abolitionist 
archives contribute to the collective memory work necessary for on-
going social transformation and serve as an exemplary practice of 
abolitionist methodologies. At the heart of The Association of Cana-
dian Archivists’ (2012) Code of Ethics is the value that archives 
serve “a societal good” (p. 1). However, the application of these eth-
ics in the state archive is based on Western humanist ideals that 
Black, Indigenous, queer, feminist, and revolutionary scholars have 
shown consist of white-supremacist, patriarchal, colonial and carceral 
logics. To work in service of an abolitionist definition of “societal 
good” through archival practices, we must (re-)define values like jus-
tice, power, and freedom counter to the definitions that undergird the 
colonial archive. Abolitionist tenets of societal good – how to prac-
tice intentional, caring relationships within spaces of social justice 
work – serve as guides for collective, archival, memory work. In this 
paper, I consider abolitionist archival practices – guided by trans-
formative justice, marshalling for movement organizing, and poetry – 
as they pertain to the archivist’s duties of care, protection, and access 
in the abolitionist archive. 
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Introduction 

In the 1984 edition of Tightwire, the journal produced by people in-
carcerated at Kingston’s (now long-shuttered) Prison for Women, 
Fran Sugar (1984) asks the poignant question: “If memory returns, 
will it also bring freedom?” (p. 33). In the ongoing struggle for social 
justice, documenting and remembering cultures of revolution, re-
sistance, and liberation may be deprioritized due to the deliberate 
erasure or deterrence of counter-colonial narratives by the colonial 
(state) control of archives and the extraordinary effort it takes to 
merely survive systemic oppression by the same colonial powers. 
Protecting, caring for, and providing access to counter-colonial col-
lective memory is, however, necessary if we are to accomplish signif-
icant social change, healing, and reparation. Abolitionist archives 
contribute to the collective memory work and cycle of wisdom neces-
sary for ongoing social justice and transformation and serve as an ex-
emplary practice of abolitionist ways of being-together. In this paper, 
I consider the primary duties of an archivist – protection, care, and 
access – within an abolitionist framework of values, in opposition to 
the inherited colonial notions of societal good that guide the state ar-
chive. A methodology for abolitionist archival practice takes instruc-
tion from transformative justice processes, marshalling for movement 
organizing, and poetry (as a method of holding multiple truths). In 
the abolitionist archive, the internal life-worlds of movements are the 
practical examples and rehearsals, the material histories and co-
created collective memories, that inspire how we practice living to-
gether in a world without prisons or police. 

My approach starts from the premise that collective memory work 
can be (and is) independent from colonial narrative production, and 
what we understand of the state archive is the (Western humanist) 
appropriation of processes, manipulated to support and perpetuate co-
lonial narratives and structures of power and exclusion. Official ar-
chival ethics (according to archival studies in the North American 
context) are based on Western humanist values, that Black, Indige-
nous, and feminist scholars have shown consist of white-supremacist, 
patriarchal, and carceral logics. However, collective memory work – 
and the material manifestation of memory in archives – is not contin-
gent on Western humanist epistemologies and ethics. On the contra-
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ry, archival practices can (and must) be disentangled from colonial 
methodologies in order to serve the ongoing, global struggle for lib-
eration enacted through decolonial and abolitionist praxes.  

This paper is premised on an abolitionist conception of societal good, 
which includes a future within the next seven generations that is not 
only free of prisons and police, but where the Prison Industrial Com-
plex (PIC) is no longer imaginable. This means working with differ-
ent definitions of justice, power, and freedom than the definitions that 
provide a basis for the colonial archival ethos. An abolitionist archive 
is a space where we are already practicing liberation, for now and for 
the future.2 How is archiving, researching, and caring for archives an 
exemplary practice of liberation – of what we do as liberated people, 
working both already within and towards a world without police or 
prisons? 

Archives serve a societal good 

In her investigation into care practices for archives of incarceration, 
Anna Robinson-Sweet (2024) writes that “The relationship between 
the archive and the carceral state presents archivists with ethical chal-
lenges that cannot be resolved by professional guidelines like the 
code of ethics” (p. 57). She is referring to the Society of American 
Archivists Code, but the same concerns apply to the Association of 
Canadian Archivists Code, inasmuch as both documents repeatedly 
defer to (state) law. Robinson-Sweet (2024) looks to South African 
archivist Verne Harris to demonstrate the contradiction of seeking 

 
2 While this paper focuses on an abolitionist ethos applied to archival work, which is by defini-
tion radically different from a reformist approach, there is much important work being done to 
reduce the harm of colonial archival practices. Harm-reduction strategies are a necessary part of 
decolonial and abolitionist work and contribute to the total transformation of practices, process-
es, systems and relationships within archives and beyond. In the Canadian context, see for ex-
ample Krystal Payne’s (2022) work on “Archival Harm Reduction,” starting from the under-
standing that “Canadian archives are built upon frameworks arising from the settler colonialism 
and white supremacy that are foundational to Canada as a nation-state” (156). Payne defines 
“archival harm” as the result of archives furthering the project of white supremacy and settler 
colonialism through maintaining and re-telling national narratives and supporting “colonial pur-
suit of land, resources, and records” (156), and develops important techniques of harm reduc-
tion that may be utilized in archival practices now. See also a wealth of other scholars and 
community organizers who both confirm the harm of state archives and work towards archival 
harm reduction, critical bibliography, and data justice, including Crystal Fraser and Zoe Todd, 
Raymond Frogner, J.J. Ghaddar, Lisa Maruca and Kate Ozment, Catherine D’Ignazio and Lau-
ren F. Klein, Ricardo L. Punzalan, Michelle Caswell, and Greg Bak. 
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ethical guidance in state law, citing his experience during the last 
days of the apartheid government when he was confronted with the 
ethical dilemma of whether or not to act on the South African profes-
sional code of archival ethics and prevent the (intentional) destruction 
of documents by apartheid officials, even though this would mean vi-
olating “workplace policies and the law” (p. 57). Harris asks, how is 
an archivist to understand ethical guidelines of practice when they de-
fer to a workplace, boss, and laws of an apartheid state (Robinson-
Sweet, 2024, p. 57)? In Canada, we could ask the question: How is an 
archivist to understand the Association of Canadian Archivists Code 
of Ethics when it defers to the laws of a colonial state that may not be 
in alignment with their own sense of justice? Robinson-Sweet (2024) 
highlights that through Harris’ experience and his ultimate decision 
to follow his own internal compass, he became a whistle-blower, call-
ing for “an alternative understanding of ethics that is contextual… ar-
chivists have the ability to recontextualize – to be responsive to other 
voices, perspectives, and value systems” (p. 57). The archivist is a 
paradigmatic figure: the archivist of an abolitionist archive embodies 
the responsibilities of their commitment to a Code of Ethics, embrac-
ing their ability to respond to people, communities, and values that 
are not represented by, and often harmed by, the state that writes laws 
to protect itself.  

The core value at the heart of The Association of Canadian Archivists 
Code of Ethics and Professional Conduct is the belief that “making 
records available and protecting them for future use is a societal 
good” (Association, 2012, p. 1). Accepting “societal good” as a 
statement of best intentions, we can deduce the following guidelines:  

 Archives serve a societal good by making records available 
and protecting them for future use.   

 Archival work is a service carried out by people whose duties 
include management, care, custody, preservation, and access 
of records. 

The Association of Canadian Archivists Code of Ethics is based on a 
Western humanist notion of societal good. Instead, how can we apply 
an abolitionist interpretation of societal good to a consideration of 
best practices in an abolitionist archive? For example, the societal 
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good of justice, in mainstream society guided by Western humanist 
principles, is protected, maintained, and achieved through state law. 
In an abolitionist paradigm, justice is protected, maintained and 
achieved through transformative and relational processes.3 The core 
societal good of justice – understood within an abolitionist frame-
work and demonstrated by transformative justice, marshalling for 
movement organizing, and poetry – can be applied to abolitionist 
practices in the archive. In return, abolitionist archival practices 
demonstrate abolitionist principles as everyday rehearsals of trans-
formation, motivated by an abolitionist interpretation of societal 
good. 

The abolitionist archive is an ecosystem 

An abolitionist archive is an ecosystem that contributes to the broader 
abolitionist ecosystem of political, artistic, and revolutionary work 
(Davis et al., 2022, p. xiii). In contrast, state archives work within a 
prescriptive framework, an architecture that directs the movement, 
methods, and activities of the knowledge, stewards, researchers, and 
staff it houses. The architecture of state archives is designed in 
alignment with the categorizing and disciplining logic of Western 
humanist systems. As Greg Bak (2025) confirms in regard to archival 
work in Canada since the Truth and Reconciliation Commission’s 
(2015) call for “a national review of archival policies and best prac-
tices” (qtd. in Frogner et al., 2024, p. 180), counter-colonial archives 
can be used towards justice, reparation, and non-recurrence, and 
serve as a “bulwark against deniability” (2025). In his analysis of 
what is needed to support transforming the national memory “to in-
clude truth,” Bak (2025) recommends a survivor-centred approach to 
archiving, management, and access to records – replacing the typical 
state-managed Canadian archival system which he attests is an “at-
tack on Indigenous memory.” An abolitionist archival ecosystem that 
is driven by survivors and their stories prioritizes interdependence, 
accountability, and healing. 

 
3 In a longer version of this text, I explore other principles of societal good – such as belonging, 
knowledge, peace, and health – and how they are interpreted and valued differently by Western 
humanism and abolitionism (Howes, 2025). 
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In his study of post-humanist archival practice, Robert Reid-Pharr 
(2019) exposes the “intimate connection between systematic forms of 
violence and the methods by which we identify, evaluate, store, cata-
log, and transmit what we take to be the most precious examples of 
civilization and tradition” (p. 30). He writes, “as with much of the 
knowledge that we have of the transportation of enslaved Africans to 
Europe and the Americas, the archive that we consult is one primarily 
constructed and controlled by slavers” (Reid-Pharr, 2019, p. 223). In-
stead of this (state) archive, Reid-Pharr (2019) offers a post-humanist 
archive of the “lived reality of black life” (p. 9) challenging and cri-
tiquing the “certainty of the entire Western humanist apparatus” by 
documenting the biographical details and creative work of a number 
of artists, writers and scholars: “the lived reality of black life demon-
strates an unusually broad set of procedures that have challenged and 
critiqued not only white supremacy but also the smugness and cer-
tainty of the entire Western humanist apparatus” (Reid-Pharr, 2019, 
p. 9).  

The project of Western humanism is “a product of the post-1492 need 
to put key ideological, discursive, and aesthetic structures at the ser-
vice of modes of capital accumulation” that viciously exploit other 
humans (Reid-Pharr, 2019, p. 12). Reid-Pharr (2019) looks to Sylvia 
Wynter’s work, which identifies that the universal notion of the hu-
man (as Man) is established as such “through the willful erasure of 
the profound violence…that attends the articulation of humanism” – 
the development of Western humanism is bound intimately with capi-
talist, colonialist and white supremacist expansion (p. 13). Reid-Pharr 
(2019) is one among many scholars who have exposed white suprem-
acy as the basis for what we know as “humanism” (p. 9). “The ideo-
logical apparatuses that structure Western humanism,” including no-
tions of societal good, “allow us to celebrate uniqueness and diversity 
without radically altering remarkably resilient structures of exclu-
sion” (Reid-Pharr, 2019, p. 5). Western humanism justifies concepts, 
processes and structures (like incarceration, surveillance, and polic-
ing) through a logic that deems these necessary to maintain societal 
good (like law, order, and justice), premised on white supremacy, pa-
triarchal dominance, and capitalism. As Charmaine Nelson (2023) 
argues: 
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Ruling class whites deliberately developed the colonial archive to 
allow Africans to enter as partial and incomplete entries – the ob-
jects or “stock” owned by another.  This disturbing fact – that the 
most detailed representations of the enslaved were produced by 
their owners – provokes a confrontation with the archive, not as 
objective or neutral container of facts and information but as a 
site where the elite secured their power through determinations of 
who could be represented and in what fashion. (p. 166) 

For the abolitionist scholar Dylan Rodriguez (2019), incarceration (in 
its multifarious forms) is inseparable from “the emergence of West-
ern modernity” and the “Civilizational project” of global colonial and 
racial chattel formation that “forms its historical condition of possi-
bility” (p. 1588). Similar to Reid-Pharr’s post-humanist archival 
praxis, abolitionist praxis (according to Rodriguez (2019)) recognizes 
the “counter-Civilizational human praxis” of peoples “incarcerated by 
the Civilizational geography, episteme, and (U.S.) nation-state form” 
as on-going resistance and potential revolt against “Civilizational 
carcerality, epistemology, normativity, and the violent/violating nor-
mality of (white/Western/Civilizational) human being itself” (p. 
1609). Rodriguez (2019) embraces the historical mandate of aboli-
tion’s roots in “(feminist, queer) Black liberation and (feminist, 
queer) Indigenous anticolonialism/decolonization” (p. 1609).  

Reid-Pharr (2019) aligns with Rodriguez when he claims that our 
“ability to address human beings” is not limited by the structural con-
ceits of humanism (p. 9) –the practice of archival work is separable 
from the humanist ideology that structures the state archive. Post-
humanist archival practice and critical archive studies may be em-
ployed to “end the terror of white supremacy” (Reid-Pharr, 2019, p. 
10). If the archive is to serve a societal good which is truly inclusive 
(anti-oppressive, feminist, anti-racist, queer- & trans-inclusionary, 
accessible to diverse disabilities, abilities and capacities, abolitionist, 
etc.), then it must not be governed by humanist values, processes and 
structures. Given the above definition of an archive’s best intentions, 
this means (re-)defining societal good as the enactment of abolitionist 
values while understanding it as necessarily post-humanist, or coun-
ter-Civilizational. Abolitionist archives practice the reality of a world 
beyond the carceral state in the present tense and contribute to the 
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dreaming of a just world without prisons that is our real, possible fu-
ture.    

Transformative Justice / Loving Justice 

Returning to the Archivists Code of Ethics, how do we apply an abo-
litionist model of societal good to “making records available and pro-
tecting them?” (Association, 2012, p. 1). Abolitionist archival prac-
tice asks not just what the archives are protecting but whom the ar-
chives are protecting. Because an abolitionist archive holds materials 
that are connected to abolishing the Prison Industrial Complex (PIC), 
including evidence and information about insurgent and revolution-
ary movements, impacts of the PIC on communities and individuals, 
and memory work from survivors of the PIC, it is imperative that it 
protects these materials from those who would use it for counter-
insurgent purposes or otherwise re-harming, criminalizing, or 
doxxing individuals, groups and communities. In other words, similar 
to the abolitionist methodology of transformative justice, the aboli-
tionist archive is governed by a survivor-centred and/or impacted-
groups-centred approach (Kim 2018, p. 226). People, and relation-
ships, are prioritized over law, and safety/protection/access protocols 
are determined on a case-by-case basis. In abolitionist and decolonial 
organizing, we are accountable to each other: family, elders, and 
community members. In the words of people in the streets since the 
Black Lives Matter movement, “we keep us safe.” We are guided by 
relational, negotiated, responsive protocols and agreements. One 
form this takes in practice is transformative justice. 

Transformative justice (TJ) is an abolitionist form of conflict resolu-
tion motivated by healing and repair (in contrast to methods of crimi-
nalization, punishment, and ostracization employed by state justice). 
Transformative justice work is premised on the understanding that 
conflict is an “invitation to transform a relationship” (Thom, 2023). 
Conflict is not seen as something to be suppressed, nor escalated – 
instead, it is understood as an opportunity to deepen relationships be-
tween the parties most directly involved in the conflict and extending 
to include their communities and support systems. Ultimately, TJ 
seeks to transform the systems that create the conditions for causing 
harm. As adrienne marie brown (2020) writes, transformative justice 
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practices “go all the way to the root of the problem and generate solu-
tions and healing there, such that the conditions that create injustice 
are transformed” (p. 250). TJ processes ask why a conflict has oc-
curred and look for the answer beyond identifying a victim and a per-
petrator, with the understanding that we all have the capacity to oc-
cupy either of these roles and that perpetration of harm often results 
from experiencing harm (Kaba 2019). What are the structural and 
systemic conditions of harm that cause people to perpetuate harm to-
ward others, and how can we end ongoing cycles of violence? 

TJ is an approach to justice that refuses to categorize participants as 
strictly victims or perpetrators, complainants and criminals (Kaba 
2019). The accountability process is based on compassionate curiosi-
ty: not only do we need to know what happened, but also why it hap-
pened, and what needs to change to repair harm and make it less like-
ly to happen again. While the TJ process centres the needs of the per-
son who has survived harm, it recognizes that this state (of being 
harmed) is transient: it does not mean the person is calcified forever 
under the label of “victim.” Likewise, the person being called in to be 
accountable for the harm they caused is welcomed as a dynamic 
member of a community who makes mistakes (like all of us) and has 
the capacity to change. As organizer and political strategist Ejeris 
Dixon (2018, 2016) notes, neither punishment nor judgement trans-
forms behaviour – people and society transform through relationship 
building. Thus, categorization and organization within an abolitionist 
archive are modelled on a fluid and changeable system built through 
community input, creative connections, and the ongoing development 
of relationships. 

The differences between the state archive and an abolitionist archive 
are reflected in the differences between humanist law and transforma-
tive justice. With TJ, resolution is measured by healing, clarity, and 
the ability to move as a community with a sense of safety and belong-
ing for everyone touched by the process (Mingus 2019). TJ is an ex-
ercise in what it means to belong in a world of radically unresolved 
differences. It describes a process that honours our differences, holds 
them in suspension, and seeks understanding within and across those 
differences. TJ processes offer a container within which people are 
held with enough care, comfort and assurance that they/we have the 
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capacity to hold the uncertainty and instability of multiple truths and 
unrecognizable differences. A transformative justice approach recog-
nizes and works with the ethical possibility that comes with staying 
with the uncertainty of conflict, and socializes a shared space of curi-
osity and care as a method of surviving this conflict – it works to 
make the process of resolution, of healing, both inhabitable and so-
cial.  

 
Figure 1: Kai Cheng Thom, “Basic Human Social Needs.” Image from “Introduction 
to Loving Justice,” online workshop, 2023. 

Qualified mediator and transformative justice practitioner and theorist 
Kai Cheng Thom’s (2023) Loving Justice practice establishes the 
“Basic Human Social Needs” underlying our relationships and de-
scribes social skills for being in good relation with each other (Figure 
1). For example, Thom (2023) describes the essential Loving Justice 
skill of “compassionate curiosity” as an openness to difference, to 
uncertainty. It requires courage, implying a kind of vulnerability. Eth-
ical alignment, or integrity, balances this vulnerability with critical 
discernment (Figure 2). Compassionate curiosity is a method of ad-
dressing the work of holding “both compassion and critique while al-
so building our awareness of when to use which tool” (Dixon 2018). 
It invites us to make boundaries to protect what we know about our-
selves and how we align with ways of being in the world.  The bal-
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ance between vulnerability and integrity requires an “ebb and flow, a 
meeting in the middle. Relationship at its most mutual, most just, is 
negotiated” (Hemphill, 2024, 83). Integrity maintains our unique 
form of existence, structured by our experience and what we under-
stand to be true, while curiosity socializes that form by being open to 
the unfamiliar. These two parts of how we participate in transforma-
tive justice are the bedrock for being able to hold multiple truths. 
They are also the conditions for belonging within a social group, ac-
cording to an abolitionist model of Loving Justice, where absolutely 
everybody is deserving of belonging (Thom 2023).  

 
Figure 2: Kai Cheng Thom, “Loving Justice Practice Skills.” Image from “Introduc-
tion to Loving Justice,” online workshop, 2023. 

Thom’s Loving Justice tenets of societal good – how to practice in-
tentional, caring relationships within spaces of social justice work – 
serve as guides for the collective memory work of an abolitionist ar-
chive. An abolitionist archive must be a space that has the capacity to 
hold multiple, often conflicting, truths; it must receive its contents, 
contributors, and visitors with compassionate curiosity; it is estab-
lished with the premise that everyone has a place, or belongs, there; 
and it maintains discerning boundaries in order to protect its contents 
and the people who form its community. 
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We keep us safe: marshalling as a model for protection, care, and 
access  

As critical archivist Greg Bak reminds us, stories must be told and 
remembered as part of a healing process. These stories must be pro-
tected by and accessible to the communities that share them in order 
to maintain their integrity. We need archival policies that come from 
outside the state legal system, established instead by the same com-
munities as the survivors who tell these stories (Bak 2025). Another 
place where these safety principles are put into action is in marshal-
ling practices for organizing work. Marshalling is a mutual care prac-
tice that works from the premise that “we keep us safe.” The deploy-
ment of marshals, or guardians, is a common approach within move-
ments to facilitate access and provide safety and protection for partic-
ipants of demonstrations, actions, marches, assemblies, encampments 
and events that may include participants from criminalized communi-
ties and people who are threatened by police presence.  

Any institution that works according to state guidelines necessarily 
looks to the outside – state laws and regulations that are premised on 
human rights frameworks. Even the Canadian archivists’ code of eth-
ics, as a basis of unity for Canadian archivists, is ultimately account-
able to the dominant, Western humanist notion of Canadian values. 
Simply put, the state archive works with the same premise as the car-
ceral state: law/the justice system/police keep us safe.  

The abolitionist archive, on the other hand, is directed by internally 
negotiated protocols, agreements and guidelines. These are deter-
mined relationally, on a case-by-case basis, with participants in the 
archive. When faced with the question of how we will be safe (with-
out police), the abolitionist coalition Critical Resistance (2003) sug-
gests focusing on the ways we “are already safe” (p. 30). Applied to 
the abolitionist archive, the “we” of the oft-repeated abolitionist man-
tra “we keep us safe” means that every participant in the ecosystem 
of the archive is part of the community and contributes to one anoth-
er’s safety. In an abolitionist framework, we look to each other for di-
rection and make decisions as a collective. Archivists in the aboli-
tionist archive are like marshals at a demonstration: accountable to 
one another, the organizing group, and the organizer’s basis of unity.  
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“We keep us safe” is a standard guide repeated by guardians and 
marshalling groups who have become a common presence at political 
organizing events, and community celebrations and gatherings, when 
police presence is expected and received as threatening to partici-
pants. In practice, this can look like: donning safety vests and stand-
ing in front of cars so a procession can move safely through an inter-
section; handing out snacks and water; animating a crowd by leading 
a chant with a megaphone; or physically standing between police and 
participants, etc. Marshalling practices provide guidelines for the 
abolitionist archive because they exemplify “management, care, cus-
tody, preservation and access” within a framework of abolitionist 
practice (Association, 2012, p. 1). 

A handout from No Pride in Policing Coalition (NPPC) (n.d. b)4 
states: “The role of a marshal is not to act as cop or security: we do 
not police participants. We protect and look out for the safety of eve-
ryone, especially from the police and other state agents” (p. 1). We 
begin from the basic understanding that the police do not keep us safe 
– we keep each other safe. The specific responsibilities of marshals 
vary according to the event; however, there are basic tenets of mar-
shalling within explicitly abolitionist organizations that are transfera-
ble to principles of protection for an abolitionist archive. The follow-
ing list is adapted from guides for marshals from the movement,5 as 
they might be applied to an abolitionist archive:  

 Ensuring that participants (including contributors, research-
ers, archivists, as well as knowledge and materials in the col-
lection) are able to participate in the archive and its attendant 
activities safely and securely, with substantial mitigation to 
the risk of violence (including criminalization and/or arrest);  

 Attending to individual access needs:  paying attention to di-
verse needs and accommodating those needs whenever pos-
sible; 

 
4 “The No Pride in Policing Coalition (NPPC) is an antiracist queer and trans group formed to 
support Black Lives Matter – Toronto and is focused on defunding and abolishing the police” 
(n.d. a). 
5 Guides consulted include: NPPC, BLM-TO, SURJ-TO, PYM-TO, and other training sessions 
provided by individuals within movement organizing in Tkaronto, where the author lives, 
serves, and organizes. 
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 Preventing or de-escalating violence (and its potential). Vio-
lence within the archive can take many forms, including ap-
propriation, erasure, and elision. The archive itself protects 
against the erasure of collective memory; 

 Supporting the most vulnerable participants, and those most 
likely to be targets of attack by the state. This can mean re-
fusing access to the archive for state representatives; 

 Paying attention and staying informed about who is who: 
who is in solidarity with the values of the archive and who 
may pose a threat to the archive’s values; 

 Rejecting all forms of oppression and protecting the archive 
and its participants from racism, sexism, ableism, homopho-
bia, transphobia, anti-Blackness, Islamophobia, anti-
Semitism, anti-Palestinian racism, etc. (This is also about 
protecting freedom of expression without judgement within 
the archive, something that can be learned by returning to the 
“basic human needs” for Loving Justice demonstrated by Kai 
Cheng Thom); 

 Reassuring participants. This is about recognizing the need to 
continually work to earn trust, establish the shared values of 
the archive, and remind participants of the basic tenet of in-
herent belonging (as in: you belong here); 

 Exemplifying participation and collective power through 
leadership, encouragement, and composure: as NPPC (n.d. b) 
writes: “Maintain revolutionary calmness!” This is also un-
derstood as animating or escalation in the context of marshal-
ling, like starting a chant or song to bring people’s voices to-
gether and maintain energy (No Pride n.d. b, p. 3). In the con-
text of the archive, it can mean animating the contents, initi-
ating educational programs, creating artworks or developing 
collaborative research projects; 

 Positioning marshals between Participants and counter-
insurgency agents (such as police, representatives from the 
carceral system, and other oppressive institutions, organiza-
tions and individuals). At the site of the archive, this means 



Justice and Collective Memory Work 

 

 
77 

 

being in direct communication with contributors so their 
wishes may be communicated (as protocol and guidelines for 
access) to researchers, funding bodies, and other agents who 
wish to interact with the archive. In marshalling practices, 
this is described as creating space between demonstrators and 
counter-protestors, agitators or police (No Pride, n.d. b, p. 6); 

 Being aware of how a marshal’s positionality is/may be per-
ceived by others and working with any privileges or threats 
their perceived identities may afford or pose. In marshalling 
guidelines, this is expressed as (for example) NPPC suggests: 
“If bodies are needed to step in between aggressive agitators 
and event participants, it is highly recommended that these 
folks are white or whitepassing individuals. Be aware of how 
someone may be perceived by an agitator and keep in mind 
that there is a lot of discrimination (racism, sexism, misogy-
ny, homophobia, transphobia) from the agitator” (No Pride, 
n.d. b, p. 7). Both archivists and the archive itself (as an insti-
tutional body) may work with privileges of positionality to 
provide protection. 

Learning from criminalized communities’ safety methodologies 

Following the abolitionist tenet of “we keep us safe,” abolitionist ar-
chival safety protocols must look to practices developed by commu-
nities who, by necessity, have developed systems of safety that do not 
rely on police, law, or other systemic structures. Examples of these 
include prison codes (codes of conduct among imprisoned people), 
sex worker safety networks, and cruising or (unofficial) communities 
of people who engage in public sex. These methodologies6 may not 

 
6 See, for example, “Gossip as Practice, Gossip as Care,” by Emily Guerrero (2022), for a dis-
cussion of gossip as a strategy within person-centred archival praxis, offering “space for ar-
chives workers to connect and build solidarity, opening up new avenues for reassessing what 
we consider to be relevant information in archival description, providing strategies for navi-
gating sensitive information within collections, and acting as an alternative to narratives of 
trauma when considering archival silences” (p. 182). Influenced by an “ethos of transformative 
justice,” and grounded in experience, Guerrero (2022) re-appropriates “gossip” from its domi-
nant reputation as untrustworthy, recognizing how it has historically been a tool for mar-
ginalized communities to “share information, build stronger relationships, and assess a domi-
nant narrative against lived experience” (p. 182) — essentially recognizing what the dominant 
order has to be afraid of and harnessing those strengths for ethical, survivor-centred archival 
practices. 
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be expanded upon in this paper because they are developed to protect 
people from various forms of violence, including, and sometimes es-
pecially, violence enacted by police, wardens, and other agents of the 
state. Revealing strategies in an open conversation would put these 
communities at risk. However, at the heart of these “care not cops” 
(Davis et al., 2022, p. 65) methodologies are common abolitionist 
principles (and interpretations of values) such as popular participa-
tion, self-determination, communication, and understanding – princi-
ples that require interdependent and relational practices of care, nego-
tiation and consent. For example, as Marcus McCann (2023) writes in 
his extensive consideration of cruising culture:   

[P]ark cruising teaches people good lessons about sexual consent. 
The practice of cruising is essentially focused on giving and re-
ceiving feedback and reading cues from others. It requires partic-
ipants to positively ascertain the level of interest of potential 
partners. And the entire infrastructure of park cruising – with its 
multiple exit points, proximity to others, and non-commercial 
quality, … – makes it easier to say yes if you mean yes, no if you 
mean no, and to exit any situation that makes you uncomfortable. 
(p. 255) 

A robust understanding and embodiment of consent practices, includ-
ing perceptive skills, listening, and communication, is necessary to 
provide safety and protection for the diverse communities, materials, 
and knowledge housed in an abolitionist archive. An abolitionist ar-
chivist will be constantly developing these skills by looking to teach-
ers in criminalized, stigmatized, pathologized, and oppressed com-
munities. 

Attending to Exclusion / Listening to Silences 

A method the state uses to control the national narrative is to actively 
silence or exclude voices from the archive. Historian Charmaine Nel-
son (2017) describes encountering formidable gaps, silences and ex-
clusions in the traditional archive while researching Black histories of 
Canada. The colonial archives of European empires were defined by 
the effacement or the strategic partial representation of the enslaved 
African. As such, we are left to sort out “what was ‘unwritten’ be-
cause it could not yet be articulated, … what was unwritten because it 
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could not be said” and “…what was unwritten because to do so 
would further humanize the enslaved.” 

An abolitionist archive has no interest in serving or preserving the 
narrative of the state. Because it centres the experiences of those who 
are impacted by carcerality, rather than those perpetuating it, the his-
tory that is protected and made accessible through the abolitionist ar-
chive is that of the colonized, the revolutionaries, the rebels, and the 
incarcerated – the ones who do not forget and haven’t forgotten. This 
ecosystem is attuned to the languages of the unheard. 

The American Prisoner Writing Archive (n.d.) writes that “we learn 
not only from the sources that are present, but also by critically 
considering archival silences and absences.” A critical attention 
towards archival silences entails considering why and how they are 
there and a recognition of something that might or should be there yet 
is missing. Addressing these silences can mean exercising 
speculation as a form of liberation (see speculative fiction writers like 
Octavia Butler and Nalo Hopkinson, or critical fabulation in the work 
of Saidiya Hartman and Christina Sharpe); listening as a radical 
practice of attuning (to silences, absences, spectres, etc.); creating 
glossaries and indexes for missing “hosts” (see Eve Tuck and C. 
Ree’s (2013) “A Glossary of Haunting,” for example); active 
searching for missing pieces; and connecting with guardians and 
keepers of missing knowledge. It is important to remember that 
although knowledge may be “missing” or “invisible” to the archive, it 
is not missing to itself, its people, or the world. “Prisons don’t want 
you to know what happens inside,” writes journalist Brian Nam-
Sonenstein (2023), “That’s what makes prison journalism so 
important.” And yet, even journalism from multiple perspectives does 
not necessarily tell us the “lived reality” (p. 9) that Robert Reid-Pharr 
(2016) looks for in his post-humanist archival practice. Some truths 
can only be heard through the “tones of voice, … body language, … 
turns of phrase, …” sighs, cut off sentences, pauses and silences the 
way they’re held in the body, the way you sense them when you’re 
sitting across from someone, which is the way that (for example) 
Orisanmi Burton (2024b), the author of Tip of the Spear: Prison 
Repression, and the Long Attica Revolt, describes his research. 
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Attuning to silences involves learning to notice the conditions that 
contribute to the existence of these silences. 

Poetry – protecting the indescribable human  

Attendant to an archivist’s curiosity about silences in the archives is 
an accompanying discernment about when stories are erased and ex-
cluded by the state and when they are intentionally withheld by 
knowledge-keepers and storytellers as a sovereign act of agency. This 
judicious balance of curiosity and discernment is played out in poet 
Dionne Brand’s book, The Blue Clerk, wherein two voices, the clerk 
and the author, negotiate to determine what to allow the reader access 
to and what to keep protected in the stacks. An intimate dialogue be-
tween the clerk and the author forms the internal structure of the 
book, teasing out an inconclusive, combative, and loving elaboration 
on “the heterogeneous qualities of a life, or of life” in general that 
challenges “both corporate and State” efforts to homogenize human 
life (Brand, 2018, p. 110). Poetry is the form that allows this hetero-
geneity to flourish. The image of a wharf, the clerk’s domain, buck-
ling under the weight of an incessant influx of immeasurable materi-
al, compared to the precious collection of signatures the author deems 
worthy of being bound into the book held in the reader’s hand, brings 
to mind historian Jennifer Morgan’s (2015) insight that “archival ab-
sences weigh us down” (p. 154).  

Brand argues that the human has become describable due to the vast 
availability of information, history, and thought. When archives are 
expected to satisfy narratively, they are made “unavailable for the 
generative possibilities that a poem has” (Brand, 2018, p. 111). Brand 
addresses scholars, like Morgan or Nelson, who struggle to recover 
lost narratives from archives that are built on the erasure of Black 
life. A scholarly commitment to narrative, even in the service of re-
covering the unfathomable loss of the Black diaspora, still leaves an 
author or Researcher obliged to offer understanding to the reader, 
whereas with poetry, “you don’t owe them at all” (Brand, 2018, p. 
111). If writing is, as Brand (2018) explores in The Blue Clerk, “a 
negotiation between what is said, what is written, and what is with-
held,” then poetry is the method of writing that maximizes the “pos-
sibilities of its withholding, and the possibilities of its revealing” (pp. 
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111-112). Poetry has the capacity to express the secrets and silences – 
as Brand (2021) says, “the unthinkable” – of the archive without sub-
jecting them (history, memory, thought, us) to the violence of the 
state archive’s humanist processes. Poetry is the linguistic manifesta-
tion of the indescribable human.  

Brand teaches us in The Blue Clerk about the role of withholding, and 
the necessity of protecting the indescribable human from the flatten-
ing processes of the vast availability of information. If the archivist’s 
duties, like the poet’s, include balancing what is written and what is 
withheld, or what is accessible and what is protected, then withhold-
ing is a necessary duty of the abolitionist archivist. 

The Blue Clerk is described as an ars poetica written in 59 versos, and 
as such, it experiments with form and challenges genres. It is a poet’s 
transformation of prose, in which she considers the duty of withhold-
ing as one negotiated between the poet and the archivist. Brand’s 
friend and poet Canisia Lubrin (2024) recently published another 
book in 59 parts, structured around the 59 articles of the Code Noir 
decree originally passed in 1685 by King Louis XIV of France, defin-
ing the conditions of slavery in the French colonial empire. Lubrin 
(qtd. in Naimon, 2024) wanted to include each of the original 59 arti-
cles alongside the 59 stories in her book but said in an interview: “I 
don’t want this thing to be beautiful, I don’t want it to be legible, 
cause I really am not centering the logic of [the codes] in any way 
that would require them to have that presence in the book.” When she 
mentioned the paradox of her desire to include the codes without al-
lowing them to be legible, or available in the usual sense, to her 
friend, the visual artist Torkwase Dyson, over dinner one evening, 
Dyson had an idea. Lubrin (qtd. in Naimon, 2024) says, “It was really 
that lyrical shorthand, that exchange around the dinner table, that led 
to what we have in the pages of this book.” 

Dyson drew directly over the 59 articles of the decree and created 
parallel images to Lubrin’s texts that together, as Christina Sharpe 
(qtd. in Naimon, 2024) describes, “disaggregate, disintegrate, disar-
range, [and] undo the codes” (Figure 3). This is a practice of what 
Dyson calls “unkeeping history” (qtd. in Naimon, 2024), a kind of 
appropriation of the methods of silencing and elision the state archive 
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uses to write History. Lubrin describes unkeeping history as a way to 
keep “the materials of liberation that put us beyond the strictures of 
capture, both materially and ideologically” (qtd. in Naimon, 2024). 
Ariella Aïsha Azoulay (2019) might describe this as attending to the 
violences that “ought not to have happened” and potentially making 
them “unimaginable again” (p. xv). This is a form of care that may be 
considered a duty of the abolitionist archivist. 

 
Figure 3: Torkwase Dyson, drawing on article 47, from Code Noir: Metamorphosis, 
Canisia Lubrin, 2024, p. 4. 
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The histories that ought to have been unimaginable are overwhelm-
ing. As a poet of the abolitionist archive, the archivist’s duties in-
clude inventorying the overwhelm, or what is withheld, and annotat-
ing what is revealed. The poet attends to the potential of collective 
memory to be read, understood, misunderstood, interpreted, cher-
ished, heard, ignored, incomprehensible, etc. etc. The materials of 
memory are already offering themselves to be in relation. The poet 
annotates the interaction of reading and being-read, seeing and being-
seen, listening and being heard.  

Alluding to her book-length poem “Inventory”, Dionne Brand (2018) 
writes in The Blue Clerk: 

The idea of an inventory, of overwhelming, came to me since an 
inventory would be capacious enough to carry what the poet 
knew or could know. An inventory is agape. I need only open a 
new logbook, the items may be the same or disparate, the only 
job is to list. That seemed the least I could do given what I saw. 
(p. 61) 

“The only job is to list” writes Brand (2018). How does a poet “list?” 
Poet Lisa Robertson (2003) writes an inclusive, yet inexhaustive, in-
ventory of the meanings of list in “Doubt and The History of Scaf-
folding”:  

List, as in a record, a number, a law, a row or rows; to enter, to 
register, to enlist; a method, a border or bordering strip, a sal-
vage, a strip of cloth, a stipe of colour, a ridge or furrow of earth; 
to produce furrows or ridges; a careening or leaning to one side, 
as a ship; to be pleasing, to desire, to lust. To list a narrow fillet. 
Listless. Enlisting cloth. A stuttering. A conceptual limp. (p. 163) 

A poet hears “law” in the same word as “lust,” “salvage,” or “lean-
ing.” A poet is an expert in holding multiple truths and radical differ-
ences – skills required for practicing Loving Justice. 

“An inventory is Agape,” writes Brand (2018, p. 61). A poet’s 
“agape” is both an adjective, usually referring to the mouth wide 
open with wonder, and a noun referring to Christian love, a commu-
nal meal in fellowship, gathered around a shared table. To annotate in 
the attitude of inventorying, agape, is to read with an open mouth, 
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nourishing oneself in the activity of a communal meal. It is nourish-
ment in fellowship and wonder, or in the language of Loving Justice, 
it is compassionate curiosity. It is lyrical shorthand and exchanges 
around dinner tables. Brand lists – as the notation of witnessing the 
overwhelm. An archive is an unbalanced load. As the shifting cargo 
lists the ship, we tilt and lean.  What the poet shares at the communal 
table is her open-mouthed reading, tilting as she refuses to balance 
the load of the overwhelm, listing with love. The archivist of the abo-
litionist archive is a poet. 

Collective memory of just futures  

An abolitionist archive has a responsibility to curate, protect, and care 
for insurgent, marginalized and otherwise excluded counter-memory, 
counter-histories, and counter-narratives. It recognizes the im-
portance and power of collective memory, as well as the archive’s 
role in contributing, creating, fostering, protecting, and caring for col-
lective memory. When the abolitionist coalition Critical Resistance 
asks “How does your current project contribute to abolition? What is 
it going to make possible down the line?” (2003, p. 56), one of the 
abolitionist archive’s (many) answers is: to protect and care for the 
collective memory of our histories that makes a world without pris-
ons or police possible. 

As the abolitionist scholar Lisa Guenther (2023) writes, “Collective 
memory is not just about the past; it’s a collective articulation of the 
world we want, both beyond and through a refusal of the world as we 
know it.” The abolitionist archive is not just a place to record the 
harms that are elided from the state archive, and that might otherwise 
be forgotten, but also a practice of justice work that lets these harms 
be heard, not as signs of tragedy and defeat, but as demands, negotia-
tions, and possibilities for other worlds and futures. Returning to Fran 
Sugar’s (1984) question, written from inside the walls of Kingston’s 
Prison for Women, “If memory returns, will it also bring freedom?” 
(p. 33) – a response might be to act by building the conditions for 
collective memory to be safe, accessible, and cared for, according to 
abolitionist definitions of societal good. The practice of creating these 
conditions in an abolitionist archive is an act of liberation. 
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