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The scholarly conversation around archives and colonialism largely revolves around the 

erasure and control of archives, how these gaps in history are filled—or if they even should 

be—and which perspectives the historical narrative acknowledges. This issue holds importance 

today because many people are not aware of the consequences of colonial power, and missing or 

misrepresented archives make it difficult to contextualize the struggles of the underrepresented. 

Although approaching the topics from different angles, each scholar acknowledges the power 

dynamics in play behind the system of archives and the political and emotional consequences on 

the people those archives—or historical silence—intend to represent. 

When examining the Israel-Palestine conflict, Sela emphasizes the importance of 

archives and how they can be a means to power for a colonizer while also representing a voice 

for the marginalized. Sela points out how colonizers “are engaged mainly in erasing and omitting 

the history of the colonized” to keep control over groups of people. According to her, colonial 

archives are not only a product of colonization but also a means by which the colonizers rise to 

power, and omitting certain parts of archives allows colonizers to dominate the mentality of the 

colonized.1 Sela explains how the Palestine-Israel conflict demonstrates this: After invading 

Lebanon and looting Palestinian archives, Israel now hides Palestinian knowledge and treasures 

by physical means and through control in the forms of censorship, limited access, and cataloging 

using different terminology than the Palestinians. By becoming the central source of information 

about the Palestinians, Israel “[governs] the writing of colonial history” and allows there to be 

gaps in the archives of the Palestinians.2 Sela also discusses how hidden or repressed archives 

give a voice to the colonized and contextualize their engagement, and by recreating certain 

sections of archives that colonizers erased, lost, or corrupted, marginalized people reclaim their 

1 Sela, “The Genealogy of Colonial Plunder,” 206. 
2 Sela, “The Genealogy of Colonial Plunder,” 202. 
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voices and history. She believes that “the archive is a metaphor of selective forgetting and what 

remains is writing the history of what is lost and missing in archival evidence.”3 

 Couti finds a similar situation in Martinique; there has been little preservation of 

historical documents on Martinique's history, so there are many gaps in a history that is already 

badly represented by the French.4 In her article, she notes that these lapses in the region’s history 

“hinder the development of a Martinican (and by extension, a French Caribbean) culture and 

identity."5 In the archives that do exist and are freely accessible, “fallacious historical narratives” 

continue to intensify “the cultural, political, and identity issues” found in the colonized 

Martinique.6  She acknowledges that there is a need for people to fill the archival gaps to record 

memories and history; at the same time, she warns against "the fine line between historicizing 

fiction and fictionalizing history."7 

 Gantz engages mainly in the project of remembering the African diaspora and challenges 

the enforced idea that remembering the history of enslavement is entirely beneficial. While 

Gantz notes that the colonized would be forced to forget certain history—or even to remember 

another narrative—she also acknowledges that “purposeful silence about the past—and the 

forgetting that such silence engenders in subsequent generations—functioned as political praxis 

for some African diasporic subjects post-slavery.”8 Gantz observes that many people turn to 

fiction, poetry, and art to imagine the lost history, but she also reminds readers that even though 

some are called to confront history, those who chose not to out of self-preservation should not be 

3 Sela, “The Genealogy of Colonial Plunder,” 217. 
4 Jacqueline Couti, “(Re)Writing History: Revival of the Declining Creole Nation and Transatlantic Ties” (Liverpool 
University Press, 2016), 114. 
5 Couti, “(Re)Writing History,” 113. 
6 Couti, “(Re)Writing History,” 110. 
7 Couti, “(Re)Writing History,” 118. 
8 Gantz, “Archiving the Door of No Return,” 138-139. 
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stigmatized.9 She maintains that “too much has been lost forever, making it impossible...to feel 

that forays into the archive can overwrite oppressive histories once and for all."10 

Schneider and Hayes focus on archives as they relate to the process of archaeology and 

its one system which “views Western science, theories, and methods as the standard and goal 

with the aim of producing knowledge truths.”11 They note that it is ironic that, when trying to 

accurately portray and assess an Indigenous culture, it would be “examined within the context of 

places known ultimately for extinguishing Indigenous culture."12 Rather than reducing 

“far-reaching, diverse, and dynamic Indigenous histories...into those experiences most 

recognizable in the archaeological record or in the records produced by colonizers,”13 Schneider 

and Hayes consider it crucially important to take on the concerns of the Indigenous people whose 

history one is trying to reclaim. They also emphasize a focus on re-imagining archaeology and 

other archival processes by decentering colonial histories and acknowledging Indigenious 

teachings and interests.  

In the first central part of the conversation, these scholars confront the erasure of the 

archives of marginalized groups by colonizers and the implications of such a supposed erasure. 

All the scholars agree that there is an erasure that occurs in archives, particularly in the archives 

of the colonized. Couti and Sela examine specific groups of people and both find that the lost or 

over-written histories contribute to the power struggle between colonizer and colonized and to a 

loss of identity. While agreeing with Couti and Sela, Gantz takes a slightly different, more 

poignant stand on the issue of erasure and mentions that even the existing archives highlight how 

much has been permanently lost.14 Schneider and Hayes take an almost opposite argument in this 

9 Gantz, “Archiving the Door of No Return,” 125-126. 
10 Gantz, “Archiving the Door of No Return,” 125. 
11 Schneider and Hayes, “Epistemic Colonialism,” 128. 
12 Schneider and Hayes, “Epistemic Colonialism,” 136. 
13 Schneider and Hayes, “Epistemic Colonialism,” 136. 
14 Gantz, “Archiving the Door of No Return,” 127. 
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discussion: by their research, many native and Indigenous people “doubt the very premise of that 

loss and the idea that their histories and cultures are missing or obscure," and saying so enforces 

the colonial mindset and perpetrated further erasure.15 

Another aspect of the conversation on archives and colonialism is the idea that archives 

are evaluated based on Western and colonial values, so they often fail to focus on the people who 

appear in the archive. This is the focus of Schneider and Hayes’s argument: in archaeology, the 

archival system is one implemented by colonizers and the Western World. The other scholars 

echo this point, noting how archives “are not examined by indigenous criteria but measured, 

evaluated and categorized according to criteria of the Western World."16 When archives are 

written through the eyes of the colonizer, it only causes a more complete loss and erasure of a 

people’s history as Couti sees in the case of black women in Martinique, as Sela notes with the 

Palestinians, and as Gantz examines with the African diaspora.  

Once the scholars acknowledge the missing and misrepresented archives, in this 

conversation they turn next to how archivists and historians must imagine and try to recreate the 

missing archives. Schneider and Hayes realize the importance of combating archival loss and 

agree that imagining missing archives is one way to do so. Gantz and Sela both accomplish this 

by creatively filling the gaps in archives, whether it is through interviews of witnesses or through 

art and poetry. Couti adds to the conversation by pointing out that it is hard to develop a text 

representing a marginalized people’s history when the larger colonizer doesn't see any 

importance in it.17 Although these four authors each explore a significant aspect of archives and 

colonialism within a distinct geographical and chronological context, they all ultimately examine 

15 Schneider and Hayes, “Epistemic Colonialism,” 128. 
16 Sela, “The Genealogy of Colonial Plunder,” 210. 
17 Couti, “(Re)Writing History,” 109. 
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their chosen portions of history through the lens of the colonized, often forgotten people who 

suffer because of erased, misrepresented archives that are difficult to re-imagine. 
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