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Disputed Archival Heritage

Disputed Archival Heritage brings important new perspectives into the dis-
course on displaced archives. In contrast to shared or joint heritage fram-
ings, the book considers the implications of force, violence and loss in the
displacement of archival heritage.

With chapters from established and emerging scholars in archival stud-
ies and adjacent fields, Disputed Archival Heritage extends and enriches
the conversation that started with the earlier volume, Displaced Archives.
Advancing novel theories and methods for understanding disputes and
claims over archives, the volume includes chapters that focus on Indigenous
records in settler colonial states; literary and community archives;
sub-national and private sector displacements; successes in repatriating
formerly displaced archives; comparisons with cultural objects seized by
colonial powers and the relationship between repatriation and reparations.
Analysing key concepts such as joint heritage and provenance, the contribu-
tors unsettle Western understandings of records, place and ownership.

Disputed Archival Heritage speaks to the growing interest in shared archi-
val heritage, repatriation of cultural artefacts and cultural diasporas. As
such, it will be a useful resource for academics, students and practitioners
working in the field of archives, records and information management, as
well as cultural property and heritage management, peace and conflict stud-
ies and international law.

James Lowry is Associate Professor in Information Studies at Queens Col-
lege, City University of New York. He is an Honorary Research Fellow and
former co-director of the Liverpool University Centre for Archive Studies,
where he taught following a ten-year career in archives and records manage-
ment. James is editor of the Routledge Studies in Archives book series.
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Foreword

Jeannette A. Bastian

My high-school history textbook called it the Age of Discovery, a period
between the 15th and 18th centuries when European nations sent out adven-
turers to explore new lands and plant flags for the glory of the mother coun-
try. In reality, this Age of Colonialism saw rapacious primarily European
nations engaged in a sustained global grab for territorial supremacy and
economic exploitation, seizing, claiming and settling these new lands, often
lands already occupied by Indigenous inhabitants. From the beginning,
archives and records were deeply implicated in this colonization process,
and in fact were integral to the process itself. Maps defined boundaries and
re-drew territories; written laws, policies and regulations proclaimed from
central offices controlled distant populations; records categorized people
and property and tragically designated people as property.

Despite the decline and discrediting of colonialism and the emergence
of independent nations and self-governing territories in the 20th century,
the legacy of the colonial archives continues to loom large — a legacy of dis-
ruption, displacement, denial and loss. When the colonizers abandoned the
colonies, they generally either destroyed records or took them with them,
claiming primary ownership and custody and essentially ignoring any
claims that the colonized inhabitants might have had. But colonialism is
not the only reason for archival displacements. As the chapters in this valu-
able volume demonstrate so well, war, conquest, seizure of territory have all
resulted in similar displacements. In particular, the Indigenous inhabitants
of settler colonialism have suffered and continue to suffer from the weap-
onizing of the archives.

The initial volume on this subject, Displaced Archives,' presented his-
torical and legal views of archival displacement and dispersion, placing
the issues within an international context. The current volume, Disputed
Archival Heritage, builds on that foundation. Each case is different and yet
each results in similar deprivations for the victimized community — loss of
control over their own pasts, and in the case of the Indigenous inhabitants
of settler colonies, possible loss of control over their own futures. Seeing
these diverse cases that cover a multitude of different but eerily analogous
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situations set out in chilling detail not only demonstrates the enormous
scope of the problem but also offers the possibility of discovering new
approaches and resolutions.

While each case in Disputed Archival Heritage is different, there are famil-
iar threads: The tension between custody and access runs throughout as
do the critical relationships between records and communities; the exertion
of control and power of one entity over another suggests that the forces of
colonialism can still assume many forms today; the intransigency of current
custodians offers little hope of resolutions despite decades of efforts by the
International Council of Archives and UNESCO; successes are few and far
between, depending more on personal intervention than any internationally
agreed on protocol.

But, at the same time, these essays demonstrate that the conversation may
be changing. Over the several years since the previous volume was published,
the archival dialogue has shifted. Archivists have become both angrier and
resigned and are searching for different, forward-looking solutions. A new
archival vocabulary is shifting the value of disputed archives — terms such
as ‘affect’, ‘radical empathy’ and ‘social justice’ throw a different light on
the situation for the country, region, territory and individuals denied these
archives.

A significant archival trope is the belief that the community creating the
records should be the motive power and deciders when it comes to their
disposal. One of the points about displacement is that this decision has not
only been taken out of the hands of the community but that the community
may likely never be given any say in the matter and in fact is often completely
alienated from its records with very little realistic recourse. But even in these
cases there may still be a place for a community decision. Essentially, the
community must decide on how it moves forward given this situation — to
continue the battle for the original records; to implement strategies such
as digitization; to let the records go; to focus on creating and maintaining
records that reflect its own cultural heritage. These are a few of the options
weighed in these essays.

Importantly, the ever-widening distance from the colonial era continues
to lessen and ameliorate the relevance of many colonial archives particularly
in those former colonies that are now autonomous entities. Does the value
of these colonial archives remain the same, or do time and distance decrease
their worth? Are the records of the colonizer still the desired records of the
colonized? As former colonial entities increasingly look towards decolo-
nization, is it time to discard those colonial records in favour of building
a dynamic archives of the now, one that values both the culture and the
cultural heritage of the formerly colonized rather than continuing to value
records produced by the oppressor.

As an archivist myself, I was struck anew by the paradox of the archives
itself. On the one hand, the admitted power of archives — else why the efforts
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to deny them, destroy them or struggle to obtain them — and on the other
hand, the relative short shrift archives often get in terms of resources and
institutional and governmental considerations. In addition to providing val-
uable insights on the many struggles to right historical injustice, this volume
brings home once more the enduring power, worth and reach of the human
record.

Note
1 James Lowry, ed. Displaced Archives (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017).



Legerdemain

Kayo Chingonyi

and, at last, you have come upon

the jewel in the crown of our collection
here at the Royal Museum for Central Africa:
a magnifying glass used by one

of the King’s functionaries

who, by Royal decree, remained
unsung among the sons of Europe
until recently. Note the engraving

on the ivory handle that tells us

this glass was used in the Kasai.
Since the official report was redacted
some of you might be unaware

of this particular brand of magic:

the ‘trick was to use a magnifying
glass to light a cigar, “after which

the white man explained his intimate
relation to the sun, and declared

that if he were to request [the sun]

to burn up his black brother’s

village it would be done™’*

and so it was the land changed hands
as a cigar, given light, becomes a stub
and its smoke that stays with you

is the smoke from a burning village.!

(*George Washington Williams as quoted in
King Leopold’s Ghost by Adam Hochschild.)
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Introduction
Disputed Archival Heritage

James Lowry

Gently evoking violent images — an ivory handle, a glowing cigar end, a
burned village — Kayo Chingonyi’s Legerdemain contextualises a displayed
magnifying glass through the material and affective consequences of its
original uses. Its full provenance includes deception, threat, dispossession,
secrecy and the extraction and expenditure of value intimated in the image
of the smoked cigar. In the dim light of the museum, these events seem to
hang in the air, lingering around the display case like acrid smoke.

That ‘smoke that stays with you” permeates archives too.

Yet archives barely figure in the substantial and global techno-juridical
apparatus for the protection and restitution of moveable cultural herit-
age. This complex of actors, initiatives and outputs includes UNESCO’s
Intergovernmental Committee for Promoting the Return of Cultural
Property, digital systems such as INTERPOL’s database of stolen art and
the World Customs Organisation’s ARCHEO real time communication
tool that links enforcement agencies with academic experts, and interna-
tional resolutions and model regulatory instruments such as codes of ethics
and regulations for mutual legal assistance between countries. Of all the
displaced things contemplated by this global system, the least evident and
perhaps the least vivid in the popular imagination are the archives, which
some have argued lack the financial value of looted art, the representational
potency of monuments or buildings or the aesthetic value of objects dis-
played in museums.

However, archives are highly significant for the very reasons they are
apparently ‘less than’ other kinds of materials. Archives can have monetary
value in the sense that there is an international market for archives, but also
in another sense: they often speak of debts and inheritances, directly, when
they are administrative and legal instruments or convey promises and inten-
tions, and more figuratively, as in the case of displaced archives, which are
debts and speak to reparations.? Displaced archives, and particularly their
custody and access, reveal who and what is valued by states, institutions
and peoples.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003057765-2
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Archives have representational potency. They can cause terrible pain
(archives wound) or give comfort (archives heal), and, like people, they
can do many other things to our psychic states because they come from,
describe, can stand in for and are intended for people. Likewise, records can
be highly consequential to our bodies, about which they convey data (such
as medical data), transmit commands (such as execution or deportation
orders) and shape environments (as in design documentation for physical
and digital spaces).

As for aesthetics, archives frequently are beautiful, in their formal ele-
ments, on screens or other carriers, because of their calligraphic flourishes,
bitmaps, forms design, images, patinas, glitches, in their decay. From strik-
ing photography to intricate illuminations, archival aesthetics can pique the
interest of the collector, whether private or state.?

These are some of the ways that displaced archives are as important as
looted art, stolen objects and pillaged sites. But in fact such distinctions of
value and form reveal a classificational worldview that directs certain things
to certain institutions in ways that often do not reflect the uses, values and
provenances of the originating communities, let alone their custodial claims.
What the colonial museum understands as an artefact, the colonial library
recognises as a source of knowledge, the colonial archive determines to be a
record, has often failed to apprehend the wampum belt, the quipu, the haka.
The colonial logic that seeks to classify the cultural genius of the world in
these ways is bound to fail in the face of archival modes that defy and flour-
ish in the presence of coloniality, as they will in its absence, because such a
logic cannot account for what it has not itself imagined. Displaced archives
deserve more attention than they receive, and at the same time, the work
for archival repatriation may be enriched by understanding such things as
land back or language preservation not as parallel undertakings but as part
of a larger project of sovereignty. What alliances and tactics might become
possible if we rethink what constitutes ‘displaced archives’? It is hoped that
a contribution of this volume will be to move the archival discourse into
closer conversation with cognate fields, theories and projects, to open out
what started with Displaced Archives.

An International Conversation

In a sense, the present volume book-ends a period of activity that began
with the publication of Displaced Archives in 2017. That edited collection of
essays was intended to initiate an international dialogue around displaced
archives since efforts for repatriation in international forums had stalled.
To an extent it has done that. At a 2016 International Council on Archives
(ICA) Congress panel to mark the forthcoming publication of Displaced
Archives, the ICA’s President announced the formation of an Expert Group
on Shared Archival Heritage (EGSAH), which was to provide ‘a forum for
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discussion and ultimately the resolution of issues related to archives per-
taining to the history and cultural heritage of more than one community,
country or region where the custody, ownership and access is unclear or in
dispute’* EGSAH has since worked towards this goal by sponsoring a sur-
vey of extant archival claims, commissioning a bibliography and organising
or contributing to ICA conference sessions and presentations to the Forum
of National Archivists.’

At its 2017 annual general meeting, the Association of Commonwealth
Archivists and Records Managers unanimously adopted a position paper
on the Migrated Archives, a body of records removed to the UK from 37
former British dependencies. The paper invoked the principles of ‘territorial
provenance’ and ‘functional pertinence’ that had been articulated earlier
in UNESCO and ICA documentation, and called on the British govern-
ment to repatriate the removed records, or at least provide digital copies
of the records. A year later, the National Archivist of Suriname hosted a
conference of the Caribbean Regional Branch of the ICA (CARBICA) with
a focus on archival displacement. At that conference, archival displacement
and reparations for slavery and colonialism were explicitly linked for the
first time.® And in 2020, the Museum of British Colonialism launched the
Lost Unities virtual exhibition, which repeats and makes visible the calls
for repatriation from the countries affected by Britain’s archival removals.’

In addition to these meetings and projects, there has been a sustained
growth in scholarship on the topic, including detailed studies of the prov-
enance and disposition of particular bodies of records, such as certain
archives in Belgium, Iceland, the United Kingdom, and the dispersed
records of the South African liberation struggle.® Two articles from 2019
suggested a new direction for displacement research by arguing for an ethics
of care approach that centres empathy, as distinct from previous work that
focused on questions of law and professional principle.® Cases of archival
displacement have also recently been used to test the limits of the records
continuum model, which aspires to an all-encompassing concept of records,
their origins, affordances and futures: the highly specific and consistently
complex circumstances of displacement challenge claims to the universality
of such models.!” A book was published about records seized from Iraq that
shows how politically loaded the discourse around displacement and repa-
triation can be.!! The politics of the mass digitisation of colonial materi-
als have been examined,'? and relatedly, writing on archival decolonisation
has continued to contemplate archival displacement.!* Most recently, post-
colonial archival dispossession has been shown to follow a global ‘archival
colour line’, where racism is implicit in ongoing displacements.!4

Race, power, possession and value figure not only in the distribution
of disputed archives, but in the work around those archives. In Displaced
Archives, I noted that that book’s contributors were ‘overwhelmingly white,
western European or Anglophone, and writing from countries whose
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governments are in possession of archives claimed by other countries’!> The
present volume reflects the diversification of the discourse as new projects,
conversations and writing have connected scholars, archivists and activists
internationally. However, there are large regions of the world that are not
discussed in essays in this book, reflecting the still limited communication
across languages and locations in relation to displaced archives, and archi-
val studies more generally.'6

It is also notable that the work presented in this collection of essays is
largely unfunded — perhaps reflecting the undervaluation of archives
described earlier — and it should be acknowledged that some contributors to
this volume have worked in unsafe places, through conflict, power outages,
in the face of job precarity, and under financial constraint. Meanwhile, in
the broader sphere of cultural heritage restitution, a well-funded research
industry has evolved. This industry disproportionately benefits the already
elite, where wealthy institutes, their salaried staff, advisory boards and
research teams are dominated by or entirely comprise white people in the
global North. In one prominent European foundation, even the Department
for Cultural Goods and Collections from Colonial Contexts is fully white.
Where the problem is the extraction of material from formerly subjugated
and exploited peoples, the solution cannot be arrived at by channelling
resources into the pockets of those already enriched, even if indirectly, by
expropriation. Since there is no real restitution unless it is equally shaped
by all concerned, resource redistribution must be built into the mechanisms
established for resolving disputed claims. As this book shows, it matters
who is ‘at the table’."”

Sections and Chapters

In the first section of the book, Places and Sovereignties, the authors criti-
cally examine some of the key concepts and assumptions in the displaced
archives discourse: Riley Linebaugh addresses the notion of ‘joint’ or
‘shared’ heritage; J.J. Ghaddar, the political economy of territorial prov-
enance; Maria Montenegro, parallel conceptions of evidence and Forget
Chaterera-Zambuko, the presumed primacy of the Western juridical lens.
In each of these contributions, place, and related and contested notions of
sovereignty, are at the heart of the interventions being made, each one new
and significant in the displacement literature.

Linebaugh both historicises and locates ‘joint heritage’, long used in the
literature but ‘currently poorly articulated’,’® in the context of Europe’s tac-
tical retreats in the dying days of colonial occupation. As an archival ideal,
joint heritage has its roots, Linebaugh shows, in Western admiration for
classical culture and the efforts to preserve Italian art in the Second World
War. While European powers were espousing the ‘shared heritage of man-
kind’ in international forums, they were destroying and evacuating swathes
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of records from their colonies. Though joint heritage was excluded from the
Vienna Convention on the Succession of States in Respect of State Property,
Archives and Debts — the as yet unratified attempt of the international com-
munity to legislate for archival reparation, discussed below — it was resur-
rected, at least in its archival applications, when the International Council
on Archives (ICA) named its Expert Group on Shared Archival Heritage in
2016. The term’s potential to depoliticise deeply political disputes — the very
reason that it was selected by the ICA to foster cultural diplomacy — elides
a more insidious history that could usefully be surfaced in the uneven field
of international policy forums. Linebaugh’s critical review of the emergence
of the joint heritage concept is timely as repatriation returns more visibly
to the agenda of the international archival community, particularly since
the conversations that unfold in spaces such as UNESCO and the ICA are
embedded in a history of ideas that is also a history of geopolitical power
operations.

In her contribution, Ghaddar also looks back to the ideas that did or
did not survive the debates that shaped the Vienna Convention, with
another important re-historicisation. Through an expansive contextu-
alisation Ghaddar illuminates the Convention as the product of long
anti-colonial struggles that archivists and others from the global South
carried into the realm of material culture, and particularly the Algerian
jurist Dr. Mohammed Bedjaoui, a leading light in the development of
the Convention (and the chapter is a long overdue acknowledgement of
Bedjaoui’s significance in this field). Ghaddar vivifies the hopes of a world
majority that are too easily sidelined by the currently prevailing assumption
that the Convention has irrecoverably failed. The sense of failure, presented
in historian and former ICA Secretary General Charles Keckskemeti’s
chapter in Displaced Archives, is commonly held by archivists who are active
in ICA and UNESCO spaces. It was born from a disappointment shared by
those like Bedjaoui, who hoped for a reparative shift in cultural diplomacy,
and those, like Kecskemeti, who believed that a less forceful phrasing of
demands might have seen the Convention succeed, opening up the possi-
bility for repatriations. Sadly, Charles Kecskemeti died as this book was
being compiled, so we cannot know if he would have been encouraged by
Ghaddar’s argument for a return to the Convention. Driving this call to
the Convention is Ghaddar’s elaboration of ‘provenance in place’, a pow-
erful new understanding of provenance that ‘embraces the commitment to
undo the colonial occupation of one people’s land by another today, and the
archival legacies of such occupations in the past....

Montenegro’s chapter also seeks to return ‘place’ to centrality in the dis-
placement discourse by tracing the multiple ways that archival displace-
ment dispossesses Indigenous people in the USA. By studying demands for
evidence from the Fernandeno Tataviam people as they seek federal rec-
ognition for their sovereignty claims, Montenegro shows how discursive
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displacements — ‘displacements of purpose, use and intention, interpreta-
tion, value, and meaning’ — affect tribal sovereignty, while dramatically
expanding the as yet unsatisfactory definitions of archival displacement in
the literature, beyond the simple physical loss of records. This chapter is
the first major study to connect archival treatments of displacement with
the record-keeping issues around Indigenous sovereignty within the settler
colonial state, and it does this by challenging Eurocentric notions of place
as property for exploration and exploitation. Instead, Montenegro centres
Indigenous understandings of space as connective tissue between people,
including ancestors, and in that context how the settler colonial archive
defines and occupies places, physically and discursively. The settler colo-
nial archive exercises sovereignty through records, within a juridical system
that claims ‘interpretive authority’ over those same records, so that ‘tribal
spatial realities and the records that represent them are contradictorily rel-
egated to exist “outside” national settler terrains, even while controlled and
manipulated by settler governance’. Building upon Ghaddar’s concept of
‘provenance in place’ (this volume), Montenegro argues that it is through an
Indigenous understanding of place as provenance that Indigenous records
are given their meaning.

Disparities in evidential regimes are also apparent in other colonial con-
texts. Recognising that the international legal regime that emanates out of
European statist thinking and the ongoing realities of global colonialism
has not afforded remedies to, or even audiences for, the claims over records
from the global South, Chaterera-Zambuko eschews appeals to legislation
and professional principles in favour of Zimbabwean traditional jurispru-
dence. Invoking the darelinkundla — traditional community forums that
pursue both justice and reconciliation — Chaterera-Zambuko creates space
for the testimonies of Zimbabwean archivists in relation to the Rhodesian
Army Archive, which is a collection of official records smuggled into South
Africa and then into the United Kingdom by retreating white national-
ists. In presenting the statements of these archivists in full and verbatim,
Chaterera-Zambuko centres the varied views of one community around
these records that has been excluded from the discussion over the records’
fate. This powerfully illustrates the perseverance of colonial power in
international archival relations, and refuses them. As such, it is a signifi-
cant break with established approaches to displacement and repatriation.
Here it is important to acknowledge the work of Ivan Murambiwa who,
like Kecskemeti, died while this book was being compiled. While Director
of the National Archives of Zimbabwe, Murambiwa oversaw the return
of Rhodesian Military Intelligence archives from South Africa: this chap-
ter continues to pursue his vision for the recovery of Zimbabwe’s archival
heritage.

In the second section of the book, Borders and Diasporas, the authors test
and extend understandings of the jurisdictional and geographic borders that
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bound archival claims: LS Ascensao de Macedo, Carlos Guardado da Silva
and Maria Cristina Vieira de Freitas take us within the borders of a nation
state, looking at internally displaced records; Rebecca Abby Whiting fol-
lows records in motion under the agency of non-state actors; Ellen Namhila
and Werner Hillebrecht think through South-South displacements of deep
complexity and John Aarons and Helena Leonce reflect on the characteris-
tics of purchased papers of diasporic literary figures.

Ascensao de Macedo, Guardado da Silva and Vieira de Freitas provide
the first in-depth study in English of subnational archival displacement.
Looking closely at the records removed from the Portuguese island of
Madeira to Lisbon, the authors make an intervention in critical displaced
archives theory by applying a nissological or island studies lens to the reten-
tion of local records in the capital. The authors observe that ‘international
legislation assigns the monopoly of decisions to the Government ... at the
expense of communities within the territory administered by that state’. In
this way, national jurisdictional borders delineate the distribution of records
and sever them from their local contexts. The authors observe that local and
regional claims over records are often unheard at the national level, which
replicates intra-nationally what is familiar to us internationally: a commit-
ted disregard on the part of records custodians. The significance of ‘the
border’ is prominent in this close study of the Madeiran records in Lisbon,
revealing how closely tied are the archival and the territorial, each lending
credence and authority to the other. In the face of such nationalist projects
the authors reassert the importance of archival catalogues, reflecting on
how descriptive choices shape the interpretation of records in many ways,
including how they are recognised as displaced or not. Archival power is
enacted not only in removal and custodianship, but in the choices about
how archives will be represented to the public, which is also key in the fol-
lowing chapter.

Whiting follows the object itineraries of Islamic State files removed from
Iraq to the US by New York Times journalists to expose the neoliberal
compact between states, military forces and the private sector, the corpo-
rate media in particular in this case. Attending to the lives of these records
reveals how the unilateral decision-making about the records assumes rights
over these spoils of war, extending into rights over the personal data of the
subjects of the records. In this way, the power exercised by states through
record-making is co-opted by the private sector in the publication of cop-
ies. In a sense, the US military campaign in Iraq and the actions of NYT
journalists were a prolonged process of appraisal, suggesting that appraisal
can be, more than a single act, a constant process that includes moment-by-
moment decisions to support the status quo. Finally, the itineraries of these
records reveal how neoliberalism can co-opt the academy to lend a veneer
of respectability to actions that in fact disregard a range of ethical ques-
tions about the treatment and uses of records. Whiting shows us that just
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as bureaucratic records function within systems of governance that frame
their interpretation, their displacement to new and foreign value systems
causes them to function differently and in a sense even be different.

In their richly detailed contribution to this book, Namhila and Hillebrecht
describe archival displacements across the life of the territory that is now
the nation of Namibia to illustrate the complexities of archival displacement
and dispute when political power and jurisdictional boundaries share a his-
tory characterised by dispute. Against a tendency to think of displacements
in binary terms — the one-to-one relationship of the colony to the metropole
or the victor and the defeated — Namhila and Hillebrecht show how com-
plex historical and geopolitical events complicate claims for records repa-
triation, including South-South post-colonial claims that may also involve
now defunct administrations or dissolved states. Displacements exist across
vectors that are national and international, institutional and personal, since
church missionary societies, private sector actors, political organisations
and individual profiteers have all had a stake in the creation and removal of
records from Namibia. The authors suggest that cooperation does not need
to hinge on the benevolence of the custodian country or institution; that
broad alliances that combine resources and build visibility may be a route
towards repatriation, even if we have not yet seen this play out successfully.

Situated in the Caribbean, a region shaped by movement, Aarons and
Leonce’s work dwells on the diasporic nature of records created across
boundaries by sometimes expatriate authors. Aarons and Leonce apply
Ricardo Punzalan’s diasporic archives model to the papers of literary fig-
ures from the Caribbean to test the conceptual boundaries of terms such as
‘displaced’, ‘alienated’ and ‘shared’, seeking to define the issues that shape
custody and access to literary heritage for local populations. Considering
geographical, temporal, provenancial and material dispersions, the authors
draw on their rich knowledge of collections related to Louise Bennett
Coverley, CLR James, VS Naipaul, Derek Walcott, Anthony Winkler and
other Caribbean writers to untangle some of the meanings and implications
of dispersed archives. The chapter concludes by charting a path towards
increased archival sovereignty for nations and institutions disadvantaged
in the global market for literary papers, including practicable suggestions
informed by the authors’ experience of the realities of archival work in often
under-resourced institutions and networks.

In the final section, Towards Home, the authors contemplate vari-
ous themes connected with notions of belonging and return. Marianna
Hovhannisyan and Anne J Gilliland begin with a fundamental question
about what home means when homelands no longer exist or are no longer
accessible as people seek refuge or emigrate; Jos van Beurden compares
archival and object repatriations; Frans van Dijk and Rita Tjien Fooh tell
the story of a successful repatriation and Stanley H Griffin frames displace-
ment as value extraction, linking repatriation and reparation.
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Personal and community archives are rarely discussed in relation to dis-
placement, yet a displacement of material and meaning takes place when
records are carried into or created in diaspora by individuals, families and
communities: Hovhannisyan and Gilliland offer a study of such a ‘multi-
valent understanding of displaced archives’ grounded in the ‘simultaneous
human and documentary Armenian Genocide and diaspora’. While analys-
ing the records of the Armenian community in the United States, preserved
in family and community archives, the authors deploy visual, affective and
material scholarship to show how changes in meaning and significance
across times and places sustain archival imaginaries that connect displaced
people to ‘home’ over generations. This chapter, like many others in this
book, centres placeness, but in this case place is contemplated through
the pictorial memorialisation of lost and in many distinct ways irrecover-
able landscapes and sites. The visual traces maintained by the diasporic
community are ‘dis-placed, un-placed, and re-placed with new meanings,
very much analogous to the human experience of being forcibly dislocated
and taking on new identities as a result’. Borrowing from forensic architec-
ture and archaeology, this chapter posits ‘negative evidence’ as a frame for
understanding archival absences, which the authors suggest can be factored
into appraisal, description and advocacy work to more fully map losses and
displacements. The potential applications of this concept are far-ranging,
responding as it does to decades of complaint by archivists internationally
that ‘we do not even know what is missing’."”

Van Beurden, expert in colonial collections and restitution issues, draws
on his expansive knowledge of the repatriation of objects in the colonial
context to place archival and artefactual displacement into conversation;
another long overdue move, and one that responds directly to the common
sense that archives are under-valued and under-represented in the broader
cultural heritage field. Van Beurden asks ‘Are there instances where colonial
objects and colonial archives meet?” His findings suggest there are only a
few. In four agreements, objects and archives were treated together: between
Ethiopia and Italy in 1947, between Papua New Guinea and Australia from
1975 onwards; between Indonesia and the Netherlands, also in 1975 and
more recently between Rwanda and Belgium. Across these specific cases,
van Beurden notes the variations in practices and problems that come
up when working between the disciplinary spaces of the museum and the
archive, as well as the more obvious political exigencies. Not rarely, archival
returns tend to precede, and even pave the way for, object repatriations, but
in all cases there is a sense of the unfortunate disparity between archives
and objects outlined at the beginning of this introduction.

The focus remains on repatriation in the subsequent chapter, where van
Dijk and Tjien Fooh tell two sides of the same story, recounting the repatri-
ation of records from the Netherlands to Suriname that concluded in 2018,
following 102 years of metropolitan custody. Though the removal of records
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from Suriname was negotiated, documented and agreed, making their even-
tual return straightforward on paper, the two texts presented in this chapter
clearly show how many factors can influence the fate of records in bilateral
contexts. Like van Beurden’s chapter, this piece underscores how significant
collegial relationships are in making repatriation a reality while at the same
time it shows how hard it is for a former colony and a former coloniser to
deal on equal footing.

The book concludes with another important new contribution in Griffin’s
chapter, which is the first definitive statement connecting displaced archives
with the reparations movement. At the CARBICA meeting in Suriname
in 2018, Griffin made this connection by reframing archival displacement
as the extraction of value much like the colonisers’ and slavers’ extraction
of value from people and land, to the enrichment of Europe. This thesis
is elaborated in the chapter: Not only do many of the records in question
document such extractions, they are themselves extracted, which is deeply
consequential for the Caribbean and other people whose only documentary
traces of ancestry may be in these transactional records. Griffin makes this
case by detailing the reparations movement, its evolution and goals, before
explaining the relationship between reparations and records, which hinges
on the mercantile and bureaucratic documentation of labour and produc-
tion. Griffin notes that while the documentation created by plantation own-
ers can be read for traces of the lives of the enslaved and indentured, this
record-making regime also sought to eradicate the information cultures of
the enslaved and indentured, as well as the Indigenous inhabitants of the
colonised islands, which nevertheless survive in various forms. Using anti-
colonial psychohistoriography, Griffin argues that archival practices that
recuperate these subjugated memory and informational practices relate to a
societal sense of health, which leads to difficult questions about the merits
of prioritising the preservation of crumbling plantation registers and ship
manifests over spoken and lived memory practices. Considering the nature
of bilateral archival cooperation, Griffin shows how the vampiric or para-
sitical drawing out of value seen during the colonial period continues into
today’s transnational digitisation projects, concluding the volume with a
question mark over the supposed restorative benefits of ‘shared’ archival
heritage.

Conclusion

Archaeology and anthropology have recently experienced a stunningly cal-
lous and ill-conceived claim that human remains in museums and other
institutions are the common heritage of humankind and that to priori-
tise repatriation and reburial over ongoing analysis is anti-intellectual,
elevating animism above science.? While the archival community has
not had such a ‘Weiss and Springer moment’, it is nevertheless testing its
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understandings of sharedness in spaces where violence and erasure have
been defining forces. There is clearly an unarticulated reticence around
disputed archival heritage and expanded understandings of provenance,
since bilateral and multilateral engagements remain limited. The ‘shared
archival heritage’ framing can be a tactical move to take the tension out
of multilateral forums, not to build consensus necessarily, but to open a
space where discussion becomes possible. But dispute is an equally valid
framing. In this book, we are speaking about disputed archival heritage
both in simple opposition to sharedness and in order to bring dispute back
into the vocabulary of the field: for all their contingency and specificity, the
displacements described in this book open up a broad vista of technical
and theoretical challenges in which history and politics are often heavily
inflected with violence, and what is common to all cases is the presence of
a claim, often unheard.

There have been some recent repatriations, however. For example,
Suriname received its archives from the Netherlands in April 2017, and the
USA returned the final tranche of Ba’ath Party records to Iraq in August
2020. Yet as the results of the recent ICA survey show, there are still conten-
tious cases to be addressed, and so there is much more that can and needs
to be said and done about displaced archives and the concepts that have
been conceived and extended because of them, including shared or disputed
archival heritage. Some ideas for future research have been proposed?
and others are suggested in the present volume, but ‘...any studies should
consider how they contribute to the resolution of disputed claims’ and it
is important to continue to ask ‘How could further research be channelled
into policy formation, dialogue creation and professional mobilisation?’?
The urgent work is in translating the deepening knowledge of the problem
into action.

Total restoration is never possible: it is a kind of forensic fantasy.
Something is lost in archival displacement, and perhaps something new
is made. But what is at stake in disputed archival heritage is not merely
cultural property or access to information, but justice, reparation, rights,
sovereignty and healing. The scent of the smoke of the burning village
won’t dissipate from the archive, if it ever can, or should, until the records
removed from the places of their creation are returned, and their preserva-
tion and interpretation are controlled by the peoples of those places.
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16 Relating to the limited communication across regions and languages with
respect to displaced archives, it is notable that there the 2018/2019 survey of
archival displacement received no responses from Central or South Amer-
ica, Asia or the Pacific. The more general issue of the limits to intellectual
exchange across languages and traditions in archival studies was a driving
factor in the formation of the Archival Discourses research network in 2018.

17 Ghaddar, this volume.

18 Linebaugh and Lowry, “The Archival Colour Line.”

19 Mnjama, “Migrated Archives.”

20 Weiss and Springer, “Repatriation and Erasing.”

21 Lowry, “Proposing a Research Agenda.”
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Introduction

European colonial conquest threatened social extinction in many places
through the deliberate destruction of peoples’ histories, genocidal violence,
assimilation programs, the removal of traditional social structures, and the
confiscation of print and visual materials among other forms of expression.
Ngfigi wa Thiong’o writes that the effect of this erasure ‘is to annihilate a
people’s belief in their names, in their languages, in their environment, in
their heritage of struggle, in their unity, in their capacities and ultimately in
themselves’.! Though erasure constituted attempts by European powers to
thingify and therefore subjugate peoples across the Americas, Africa, Asia,
the Pacific, and the Caribbean, it was unsuccessful.> Everywhere that colo-
nists attempted empire, they were met by resistance. This included antislav-
ery and anticolonial activism as well as the sometimes necessarily covert
preservation of cultural practices and pasts.

Arguably, a more complete erasure occurred within hegemonic space
itself. A kind of self-induced oblivion, this forgetting was facilitated by the
destruction or suppression of archival evidence of European colonial rule.
Metropolitan governments concealed documents that contradicted the val-
ues espoused by the so-called liberal democracies, such as those that proved
the use of indiscriminate violence, the disregard for the rule of law, the pro-
hibition of political participation, the erection of punitive institutions, and
other features of imperial domination. This suppression produced igno-
rance of colonialism among European publics and encouraged Eurocentric
prejudices. It is against this forgetting that the world currently rebels. In
March of 2020, US police officers murdered George Floyd, triggering a(no-
ther) global uprising against white supremacy and the dehumanization of
Black people. Among the many messages of protests is the demand for a
historical reckoning. As statues of slave traders, colonists, and confederates
fall, Robert Burroughs and Sarah de Mul warn that the ‘discussion of his-
torical racism ... allows an easy performance of moral values with definite
limitations on the levels of commitment required’.? In addition to historical
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education, they suggest looking directly at how knowledge-production is
‘bound up in structures of white privilege’.* National archives, an export of
European colonialism, are one such structure. At the end of empire, colo-
nial powers removed and destroyed archives to protect European hegem-
ony. Challenging the eurocentrism of national archives requires examining
the politics of their custodianship and accessibility.

The archival profession offers the idea of joint heritage to deal with the
problem of contested archival ownership between those lands that previ-
ously colonized or were colonized, as well as other instances of archival
disputes triggered by state succession. This chapter focuses on the Anglo
colonial context of disputed archives. It critically historicizes the joint
heritage concept to situate the international archival community as a gen-
erative historical actor not separate from ‘structures of white privilege’.
The logics at work in archives have been made to look obvious, a ration-
alizing practice that has also functioned to naturalize colonial claims of
white supremacy. After providing an etymology of the term, this chapter
focuses on the contradiction between the Anglo ideal of global heritage
constructed during WWII and the denial of archival custody to African,
Asian, and Caribbean lands and peoples. In addition to this contradic-
tion, this chapter traces the development of international cooperation on
questions of archival ownership and the strategies for resolving custodial
dilemmas. This chapter concludes with an appeal to examine the ways in
which archival politics serve colonial interests both historically and in the
present.

Defining ‘Joint Heritage’

Joint heritage is a term in professional archival discourse that has several
connected meanings. It refers to archival collections related to the heritage
of multiple countries, a framework for negotiating the ownership and access
of those collections, and the formal agreement reached by that process.
Employed largely by international organizations such as the International
Council on Archives (ICA) or the United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), the term recognizes the possible
validity of multiple custodial claims by different states to archives regarded
as national collections, instead of as the inalienable property of a single
nation-state.

The term likely originated in the 1970s by Charles Kecskeméti of the
International Council on Archives as an intervention in stalemates between
former colonizing and colonized states over the ownership of colonial
archives, among other instances of ‘displaced archives’.’> In 1977, UNESCO
commissioned and later published a study from the ICA examining archi-
val disputes. In response, Kecskeméti, then the ICA’s head of Secretariat,
wrote Archival Claims: Preliminary Study on the Principles and Criteria to
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be Applied in Negotiations in which he defined several principles, including
Jjoint heritage. He elaborated,

In cases where an archive group derives from the activity of an admin-
istration whose succession is shared between the predecessor State and
one or more successor States — in other words, where the group forms
part of two or more national heritages but cannot be split up without
destroying its juridical, administrative and historical value — the only
practical solution is recourse to the concept of joint heritage. The effect
of this is that, physically, the group is left intact in one of the countries
concerned, where it is treated as part of the national archival heritage,
with all the responsibilities in respect of security and handling implied
thereby for the State acting as the owner of that heritage.

In this conception, joint heritage occurs between at least two states, a prem-
ise which fortified state sovereignty as necessary to launch archival claims
within the joint heritage framework. Further, Kecskeméti clarifies that any
disputed archival collection should remain intact and in the physical cus-
tody of one country. The country that hosts the collection under dispute, in
the above definition, is also obliged to care for the collection. Though the
definition references ‘security’ it is otherwise vague regarding the particu-
lars of that care.

In 1978, UNESCO defined joint heritage once again, departing only
slightly from Kecskeméti’s version. The general assembly accepted this defi-
nition two years later. It read:

Where an archives group or body of archives results from the activity
of an administration where succession is shared between the predeces-
sor State and two or more successor States — i.e. where the archives
form part of the national heritages of two or more States but cannot be
divided without destroying its juridical, administrative, and historical
value — as a realistic solution recourse should be had to the concept of
joint heritage. The practical result of the application of this concept is
that the archives group is left physically intact in one of the countries
concerned, where it is treated as part of the national archival heritage,
with all of the responsibilities with respect to security and handling
implied thereby for the State acting as the owner and custodian of that
heritage. The States sharing this joint heritage should then be given
rights equal to those of the custodial State.”

This definition contains small semantic differences from the first version.
For example, joint heritage was conceived as a ‘realistic’ rather than a
‘practical’ solution. The most significant difference between the two, how-
ever, lies in the latter’s final sentence: “The States sharing this joint heritage
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should then be given rights equal to those of the custodial State’. This point
recognizes the entitlement of those States not holding physical custody of
collections to some kind of ‘rights’. What those are, however, is unclear.

According to Kecskeméti’s 1977 conception, joint heritage encourages
diplomatic actions between states to reach mutual agreement in the spirit
of international cooperation to determine the ‘rights and responsibilities
connected with the custody of and access to’ disputed archives.® Such agree-
ments might address:

* guarantees of physical conservation of archives

* guarantees of equal access to archives by both/all parties to the
agreement

* terms of access to archives by public according to legislative frame-
works in both/all states

* the production and use of microfilm copies to provide access in multiple
locations, including costs

* the party which would provide physical custody to original documents

» the interests of both/all parties to the disputed documents’

Switzerland proposed the notion of joint heritage as an amendment at
the 1983 Vienna Convention on Succession of States in Respect of State
Property, Archives and Debts.!® Voted down 3