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�e �ow of history always exceeds the narrative frames we impose on it.
—isabella hammad
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I must love the questions
themselves
as Rilke said
like locked rooms
full of treasure
to which my blind
and groping key
does not yet �t.
—Alice Walker, “Reassurance”

�ere has been no greater target of postcolonial, anticolonial, or feminist cri-
tique in the Western academy of the past quarter century than the archive of 
imperialism. Vili�ed as the embodiment of imperial intention and depredation, 
and subject to some of the �ercest epistemological takedowns in the interdisci-
plinary humanities to date, the archive has come to represent, and arguably to 
stand in for, the very violences of modern Western imperialism as an ideological 
and material project. Even scholars for whom alternative forms of evidence hold 
the key to counterhistories remain in the grip of the archive: It is an ineluctable 
interlocutor. Indeed, whether we read against or alongside the archival grain, 
those of us invested in fashioning histories counter to the imperial narratives 
that continue to dominate the global imaginary remain dependent on the ar-
chive as the grounds of our practice. With Julietta Singh, we know that archives 
are an instrument of colonial mastery and that therefore they will not save us.1

Yet we remain entangled in them and codependent on them, both wittingly and 
unwittingly. What does this attachment to the imperial archive distract us from? 
And how—by what methods—can we recalibrate our relationship to it so that 
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we can activate genuinely new histories that have the potential to subvert or 
upend the imperial and imperializing frameworks through which we write?

�e contributors to this collection ask us to acknowledge that antagonism 
to the archive is undoubtedly a powerful resource for imagining empire histo-
ries otherwise, but that it is ultimately insu�cient to the task of challenging 
the norms that guide our expectations of what “real” or legitimate academic 
history—let alone anti-imperial history—looks like. What is required is greater 
attunement to the forms that our history writing takes. In the chapters that fol-
low, the authors have given themselves permission to experiment with the pos-
sibilities of narrative in order to appreciate both the limits of the conventional 
academic essay and the potentialities that unconventional forms have for telling us 
more than we thought we knew about empire, its subjects, its objects, its inner 
workings. �e result is a plurality of formats, a diverse array of styles, designed 
to get at both what the archive can yield and what it cannot. We o�er a set of 
experimental pieces that suggest what is possible when historians draw on the 
archive to cra  narratives that do not resemble formal arguments or take con-
ventional academic style for granted. Playing with form is, we propose, both a 
way to write empire otherwise and a method for anticolonial history. And it’s in 
that experimental frame that the radical capacity of the archive becomes more 
fully available for reimagining what empire history might look like.

Of all the sub�elds in contemporary Western historical practice, British im-
perial history is arguably rendered in the most traditional narrative forms. �is, 
despite the way that decolonial research and intersectional feminist analysis 
have shaped the terrain since the 1990s. Some scholars, such as Catherine Hall 
and Hazel Carby, have taken up autobiography as part of their commitment to 
rethinking the line between objectivity and experience in history writing about 
empire, its lives and a erlives.2 But rarely are the �ndings of the �eld delivered in 
anything other than established forms of historical narrative—of the kind that 
many of us in this collection have also used in our work. By convening this as-
semblage of experimental studies, we aspire to spark an extended conversation 
in the �eld about how the choice of narrative form matters, in part because it 
can be the hardest, most naturalized part of history writing to discern. In fact, 
form is part of everyone’s methodological tool kit, regardless of their politics. 
What might it mean for anticolonial work when form takes its place alongside 
the archive as the center of gravity for the kind of rigorous and vigorous critique 
needed to move historical knowledge out of the present and into the future?

Students of literature routinely think about form, and novelists have license 
to exceed the limits of the archive when writing about the past. �e overwhelm-
ing popular and academic success of Amitav Ghosh’s Ibis Trilogy, which builds 
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closely on the work of imperial historians, is only one of the most spectacular ex-
amples of what it means to work both with and against the archive to build a his-
torically grounded story—one that captures the political and cultural drama of 
people up and down the social scale in the context of both high-imperial events 
and ocean worlds. And anyone who teaches modern British history knows how 
the novel form itself can serve as the kind of social history unavailable anywhere 
else, let alone in the o�cial archive.3 As Gayatri Spivak demonstrated for Char-
lotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) and Edward Said for Jane Austen’s Mans�eld Park
(1814), imperial histories and some of their anti-imperial potentialities are insur-
gent in both those texts in ways that it took academics a century or more to fully 
appreciate.4 And while it’s only just come onto our bookshelves, Zadie Smith’s 
�e Fraud (2023) follows boldly in this tradition, resurfacing the colonial pasts 
at the heart of English history through a novel whose very title puts the relation-
ship between fact and �ction into play.5

Equally germane, colonized subjects throughout the British colonial world, 
including those in Britain “at home,” have always had their own ways of telling. 
�ey’ve had access to the means of creating alternative accounts in forms that 
have o en been illegible to imperial agents and their successors as “history” but 
that are storehouses of historical knowledge that may be in dialogue with the 
imperial archive or are comparatively indi�erent to it. When the written rec-
ord is not plentiful (and even when it is), there is a lot that history in its con-
ventional Westernized narrative forms cannot do or tell. What LeAnne Howe 
(Choctaw) calls “tribalography” does not admit distinctions between “story, �c-
tion, history, and play.” She uses them interchangeably because they constitute 
an integrated way of thinking about knowing, one that does not rely on archival 
veri�cation and that privileges the oral over the written tradition.6 And, in so 
doing, she reminds us that there is an ethics and a politics to form as well as to 
the archive per se.

If alternative narrative modes are vehicles for telling and knowing history 
otherwise, they should be recognized as carriers of historical argumentation as 
well. In the �rst instance, the essays collected below make the case for the ur-
gency of seeing, and teaching, what archival fragments can mean when stitched 
together creatively—and what responsible speculation about archival evidence 
that is not there can yield when it comes to nuancing or challenging existing 
narratives. But, equally, the authors make clear how imperative it is that we 
countenance the fact that form itself is not incidental to historical argument. 
To the contrary. An important mediator between historical evidence and his-
torical interpretation, form is nothing less than the gridwork of historical 
methodology—that set of procedures whereby we communicate our research 
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to readers. And that means that we need to be alive to as wide an array of ex-
perimental approaches as possible, and to make a variety of anticolonial writ-
ing practices available. �e pieces gathered here manifest a willingness to test 
out unconventional modes of historical representation, to combine empiricism 
with speculation, and to explore forms like the poetic and the epistolary, the 
recuperative and the imaginative, both discretely and in tense or tender relation-
ship to each other. �e narrative compositions and re-compositions that ensue 
point to the impossibility of eluding the archive as a conceptual referent. For, 
as we shall see, few among us want to, or feel we can a�ord to, dispense with it 
altogether. What we suggest is that the narrative forms through which we make 
the archive—in all its fullness and silence—legible are worthy of attention. We 
seek to pull from the archive, reassemble what it o�ers, mix and remix it through 
a diverse array of narrative strategies, not just to appreciate its a�ordances anew 
but to explore what kinds of telling amplify its possibilities and erasures most 
e�ectively.7

�is collection is emphatically not a call to dispense with established forms of 
historical narrative or to imply that a format like the conventional monograph 
is always already incapable of interrupting colonial modalities of telling and 
knowing. It is, rather, a provocation to resist imagining that going up against the 
archive is enough when it comes to fashioning anticolonial critique, method, 
practice. If we tackle the archive head on and get new meanings from it but con-
tinue to articulate those meanings in highly standardized formats, we run the 
risk of leaving untouched the very delivery systems through which people ap-
prehend our archival (counter)witness—and through which we constitute what 
counts as empire history. In short, our choice of form is consequential. Despite 
what we know about the complex, nonlinear history of the book form, let alone 
the history of narrative form, that choice is rarely a matter of debate for em-
pire historians.8 If we are to think about how to exceed the normative narrative 
modes that are inheritances from a Western imperial commons of reading and 
writing—what Dionne Brand calls that “monopoly of interpretation that colonial 
narratives represent”—we need to engage with the di�erence form makes.9

As literary scholar Tess McNulty reminds us in the context of new kinds of 
popular digital content, “form reveals.”10 �e various forms whereby empire his-
tory takes shape matter to how readers take it in, make use of it, and move from 
inquiry to action in the classroom and beyond. Although I have not contributed 
a piece to the collection, I have myself experimented, through collaboration with 
Renisa Mawani and others, in challenging straightforward imperial narrative by 
making use of the abc format. In Animalia: An Anti-Imperial Bestiary for Our 
Times, readers are free to read in a linear fashion (from A is for Ape, to Z for 
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Zebu) or to create their own links across discrepant letters in a zigzag fashion.11

But, in any case, there is no chronology directed by that book’s architecture; and 
the mode of delivery is the short form, with essays of less than two thousand 
words for each letter, paired with an evocative image. �e text is designed as 
nonlinear; the nonhuman creatures have their own temporalities, and the work 
they do tells the stories—which are invariably of trouble for empire. �e abc
form points to the myriad devices available for narrating the history of impe-
rialism and its work. And it makes the case that our own choices of form are as 
signi�cant as our stand against archival erasure when we aim to read otherwise. 
How (through what designs, voicings, story patterns, impressions on the page) 
we tell the story of imperialism and its work is, in other words, as signi�cant as 
our stand either against archival erasure or for the possibilities of reading other-
wise.12 If archives are the ghost in the imperial machine, form is the skeleton 
key—its serrated edges shaved down to ensure open access—that unlocks the 
doors to which our blind and groping methods as yet imperfectly �t.

When it comes to pressing up against the limits of established historical ac-
counts, Black scholars like Saidiya Hartman, Tiya Miles, and Rebecca Hall have 
broken new ground, each resisting in her own way what Miles calls “the default 
in which historical gaps feed contemporary forgetfulness.”13 Although their 
methods are distinctive, one shared focus is the recovery and re-presentation of 
Black and formerly enslaved women whose erasure from the archives of enslave-
ment and empire is one of the ontological conditions of Black diasporic history, 
whatever its geographical particularities. Hartman expressly nominates “critical 
fabulation” as a mode of writing “a narrative of what might have been or could 
have been . . .  a history written with and against the archive.”14 Miles calls for an 
“abundant” approach to history writing, reminding us to read the archive diago-
nally, against and along “the bias grain.” She cites in turn Marisa Fuentes’s invita-
tion to stretch with and against available sources to recapture the histories of 
the historically disempowered.15 And Hall invokes “the measured use of histori-
cal imagination,” in part to hang on to the right to use the archive on her own 
terms—in order to imagine what “could have happened,” in her case by blending 
novel, memoir, and family history to document women-led slave revolts across 
the Americas in graphic form.16

�ere is no denying that relationships to and uses of the archive are con-
sequential to the work of Black feminist and queer scholars, especially those 
writing “otherwise”—that is, writing on disbelief that the present is all we 
have. Or, as Ashon Crawley puts it in “Otherwise Ferguson,” that “whatever 
we have is not all that is possible.”17 But it is how the archive shows up in their 
writing—through what representational forms and via which methodological 

sequential to the work of Black feminist and queer scholars, especially 
writing “otherwise”—that is, writing on disbelief that the pre
have. Or, as Ashon Crawley puts it in “Other
we have is not all that is possible.”17 But it is how the archive shows up in their 
writing—through what representational forms and via which methodological 



6 antoinette burton

designs—that is most signi�cant for our anticolonial project. In that context, 
critical fabulation has loomed large in our collective conversations about this 
volume. As we prepared for our collective conversations about the edited vol-
ume, we drew heavily on Hartman’s concept and on her 2019 book, Wayward 
Lives, Beautiful Experiments, for inspiration on how to write histories that both 
engage archival sources and tell stories that move inventively beyond erasures 
and ellipses.18 And it was that deep engagement with Black feminist work that 
has ultimately helped us to clarify the stakes of our emphasis on form rather 
than dwelling on the limits of the archive per se. When read in stereo, Hartman 
and Miles and Hall appear to be calling for greater attunement to a politics of 
methodology—one rooted in the conviction that in addition to what we tell, 
the way we tell what we may not know with total certainty also matters. �ey 
model a refusal of the limits of both the o�cial archive and of History (capital 
H) in service of innovative modes of telling. In that sense, the archive and its lim-
its are not actually the storyline. Rather, the stakes lie in the forms of story we 
use—in those counterstories that have the capacity to reveal the limits of majori-
tarian histories, make unseen histories visible, imagine what cannot be veri�ed, 
and reach new audiences as well.19

In that spirit, we follow Hartman’s call to “creatively disorder the institutional 
�ctions and the violent abstractions authorized as fact and truth” speci�cally in 
the British imperial context.20 Contributors to Up Against the Archive explore 
ways of resetting the narrative and methodological premises—archivally teth-
ered, consciously or unconsciously extractive, and e�ectively imperialist—that 
continue to govern so much empire history writing today. In the essays that fol-
low, they play with form to prize open conventional imperial history, to force 
its hinges and tear at its seams, so that it accommodates stories about subjects 
either unseen or recessed. In so doing, we work to meet the challenges of the con-
temporary moment with new anti-imperial forms of storytelling. We take up this 
project with a set of deliberately “small axe/acts”: the short story, the choral form, 
the meditation, the fevered dream sequence, the epistolary exercise, the family 
history, the hide map—in sum, the multiform possibilities of doing empire his-
tory while speculating about the “beyond” of the archive and using that imagina-
tive energy for decolonial ends.21 Although new perhaps for the British empire 
�eld, our experiments participate in a long rhetorical tradition that understands 
form and genre as “social actions” that make up a community of practice. If play-
ing with the form that empire history takes is a social action, it is also a meth-
odological one, challenging the genre hierarchy implicit in History and autho-
rizing narrative alternatives beyond its boundary lines.22 In keeping with Black 
feminist scholarly practice, we recognize that like race, colonialism has always 
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been entangled in form. If that is the case, genre—a category of form, style, and 
content—matters in the work of anticolonial empire history.23

To reiterate, the stakes of putting these �elds into dialogue are, as above, both 
theoretical and methodological. Empire historians are most likely to rely on ge-
nealogies that derive from the theories of Jacques Derrida and Gayatri Spivak if 
and when they want to diversify the kinds of archive stories they tell. But as the 
work of Hartman and Miles and others shows, “critical fabulation,” reading along 
the archival grain, and other modes of inventiveness rooted in counterstory 
telling are also theoretical practices: moves that, conceptually and methodologi-
cally, are aimed at pointing to and undoing the narrative limits of conventional 
history writing. Up Against the Archive asks readers of imperial history to think 
again about where theory resides and where methodological innovation has 
happened. As the following pieces work with, against, and through the archive 
by playing with narrative form in order to make it legible as part of the politics 
of imperial history writing, they ask us to consider narrative as well as archive 
when we theorize about empire and its inheritances.24 And last but not least, the 
book suggests that the possibilities of anti-imperial history come into particu-
larly sharp relief when modes of Black feminist storytelling—writing otherwise, 
by any other name—come to the fore.

To socialize the idea for this collection, I invited scholars across several gener-
ations to work through the limits of their archive, and perhaps their training, to 
experiment with whatever kind of historically grounded narrative invention they 
chose. �e exhortation was this: Take an event, a life fragment, a movement, an 
era and write a creative piece of around six thousand words that passes the test of 
veri�ability while o�ering new angles or insights on the questions to hand. �e 
contributors have used letters, maps, a rosary, a report, a portrait, a grave inscrip-
tion, a memo, and other traces as the basis for historically grounded, imaginative 
narratives that combine fact and �ction, evidence and imagination, to rethink 
a familiar history or to conjure possible or impossible pasts. �eir work asks us 
to sit with and act on actual and “unwitting archives” and the stories not yet 
reckoned with that they yield.25 It is work that fashions historical accounts with 
varying degrees of conjecture, via texts that move between creative invention 
and more conventional academic idioms. �ere are many ways of interrupting 
the expected narrative frame of strictly academic history. Beyond experimental 
formats, these include moving in and out of speculation in a narrative piece, 
sometimes via direct address or by speaking openly about the emotional impact 
of even the slimmest of archival traces. What we have produced here might well 
be called experiments in “mixed methods.” Above all, given the potentialities 
for breaking out of established frames that Black feminist scholars have put at 
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our disposal, we must, as academicians, both countenance and extend this work, 
thereby contributing to its legitimacy as a form of historical practice for those 
doing British empire history.

Up Against the Archive is the result of two daylong conversations in early 2023 
that brought scholars of Indigeneity, the Raj, Black history, white settler colo-
nialism, revolution, and imperial war together in the same virtual Zoom room. 
If empire history now is multisited, drawing on research from India, Australia 
and New Zealand, the Caribbean, the colonial United States, Africa, the dias-
pora, and the metropole itself, rarely in fact do scholars from all of these spaces 
and places converge in a shared experiment like this one. Because of the nature 
of the original call, which foregrounded critical fabulation, Hartman’s work was 
a text in common. But contributors ended up drawing on a variety of genealo-
gies for writing “otherwise”—and on a widely di� erent set of archival possibili-
ties, depending on their intended topics. For some, archives were abundantly 
available and yet absent on the subjects they wanted to represent, so the task 
was writing assiduously against. For others, some evidence was accessible but it 
did not o�er the opportunity to tell the story except through an o�cial lens, 
which involved coming at it sideways, through alternative entry points, including 
personal family material or maps and other sources considered to be margina-
lia on the main page of empire history until quite recently, historiographically 
speaking. For still others, the gaps between available narratives and the kinds of 
intimate or a�ective histories they desired required other innovative forms and 
formats, unmoored from a patchy archive but not completely untethered either.

Striking patterns may be found across many of the essays: �res burning in 
public and private, fragments and “single mentions,” love and pain; struggles 
against e�acement, state racism and social stigma, loneliness and illegibility, 
death, dispossession and trauma; and of course, plenty of o�cial imperial in-
di�erence, stupidity, cruelty, and unaccountability. It’s worth noting that in 
the face of this theater of memory and forgetting and remembering—and, of 
course, erasure—we’ve produced few generalizable takeaways, let alone uniform 
writing practices. Some pieces are short; others are the length of short articles. 
Some take advantage of creative forms; others are more narrative but are grap-
pling aloud with archival capacities and challenges, punctuating archival data 
with personal re�ection or emotional insight. Still others painstakingly unpick 
�les and trace documents and prize open apertures, be they half-open or blocked 
from view. �rough these e�orts we have the opportunity to glimpse histories 
of heartbreak and �lial connection; partial portraits of immiseration and long-
ing and premature death. Meanwhile, the abundance of form here has to do in 
part, as above, with the variable archives contributors had to (or chose to) work 
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with. It may also be attributable to the discrepant geographies we work in and 
our dispersal across di� erent national and academic settings (from London to 
Illinois to Vancouver; from Durban to Dunedin to New York City, to name a 
few coordinates). �e plurality of vocabularies and points of scholarly reference 
that resulted generated a palpable intellectual and political energy in the Zoom 
room—as well as tentative forays into conversations about the di�erences that 
a focus on histories of slavery makes to critical fabulation or speculative biogra-
phy in comparison to white settlement and South Asian diaspora, for example. 
As it turns out, there are some incommensurabilities to be worked through in 
this project (perhaps any project) of thinking ourselves into “otherwise possi-
bilities.”26 �ere was, as signi�cantly, a recurrent desire to make visible the trau-
matic histories of empire; to underscore the emotional labor involved in doing 
so; to insist on the apparently “unrepresentative” �gure or case; and to worry 
over moving these subjects into a space like this book where their identities are 
public but their interior lives are still in shadow.27 And, ultimately, there was a 
sober respect accorded to those subjects (people and themes) that refused to 
be seen on our terms or to yield, even and especially in the face of our care and 
repair e�orts. Despite its subversive potential, not every skeleton key can unlock 
every chamber.

Writing empire otherwise is not, then, an inherently emancipatory practice. 
As anti-imperial scholars know, it is in the name of emancipation that colonial 
subjects, especially Black and Brown and Indigenous peoples, have experienced 
the imposition of visibility as a technology of colonial violence. Nor should we 
discount the parameters of community storytelling in the wake of colonial “end-
ings,” or overstep in our quest to redress and restore without taking those pro-
tocols fully into account. At the heart of this collection is a deceptively simple 
premise: We acknowledge o�cial archives as a necessary but insu�cient basis 
for writing the kinds of histories that we wish to imagine and that we desire to 
write into being—even as we continuously scrutinize that we and recall that not 
everyone runs the same risks when it comes to desire, including the desire to 
think empire otherwise. If to do so is to go up against and beyond the o�cial 
archive, to write empire di�erently is an ongoing challenge to the formal remit 
of academic historical narrative.

Framing the Narrative Otherwise

It’s important for readers to know that the design of the book is an outcome 
in part of the press readers’ comments in the �rst round of review. Among 
other things, they called for more express attention to the moves each author 
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was making in order to clarify what kind of storytelling was being devised and 
for what purposes. We responded by placing short, �rst-person takes at the top 
of each chapter, in which the author explained what they were doing in writerly 
terms. �e press readers ended up preferring that the pieces be freestanding. 
But to try to elicit the kind of self-re�ection that readers of the book might be 
seeking, I asked each contributor to answer a series of questions that I’ve drawn 
on below to set up each of the three sections into which the book has been 
divided.28

A few takeaways emerged. Each author has their own motivations for why 
they want to experiment with a new form of writing at this juncture in the his-
tory of empire writing, and in their own history as an empire or anti-empire 
scholar. And it’s fair to say that though each seeks its own form of emplotment, 
no two pieces trend in the same narrative direction. As mentioned above, there is 
fabulation in some places, and something closer to re-storying erasure in others. 
Some contributors listen hard for traces of people and experiences that are 
deeply buried and reanimate them in formats that range from prayerful echoes 
to emotionally charged family histories. Others tear at the very seams of the ar-
chival fabric, painstakingly and with agonistic results. Above all, the emphasis 
here is on subjugated histories coming out of colonial worlds, from the early 
modern period to the age of the Empire Windrush and beyond. It’s an empha-
sis that grows out of our collective recognition that archives ultimately emerge 
from histories of violence and extraction, and that anticolonial histories inter-
rupt protocols that normalize those histories. Interesting to note is the extent to 
which the contributors have landed on women as the subjects—though, again, 
not exclusively—of their genre-crossing narratives. And the extent to which the 
desire is to represent their lives in all the possible fullness of their histories.29 As 
well, and not least, a level of tenderness and recurrent care runs through many of 
the pieces here—an aspect of “felt” history that’s rare enough in the discipline as 
a whole, let alone in its British empire precincts.30

Part I, “Re-Storying Erasures,” convenes pieces that emphasize the space be-
tween what it means to read for erasures and to seek to restore who or what is 
missing on their own terms. For Jennifer Morgan, a return to the cover art of her 
2021 book, Reckoning with Slavery, was motivated by the fact that the image has 
been “underconsidered”: Its backstory for all intents and purposes disappeared 
without her investigations. Foremost in her mind is the fact that the painting 
“is torn from a larger canvas that we don’t know anything about.” �at context, 
which could tell us “how sixteenth-century elites were thinking of black women 
in their cities and their households,” has been erased, and with it a kind of histor-
ical “preface” for the early modern British colonial Atlantic, where enslavement 

10 antoinette burton

without her investigations. Foremost in her mind is the fact that the painting 
“is torn from a larger canvas that we don’t know anything about.” �at context, 
which could tell us “how sixteenth-century elites 
in their cities and their households,” has been erased, and with it a kind of histor
ical “preface” for the early modern British colonial Atlantic, where enslavement 



Introduction 11

was ascendent. For Chickasaw scholar Jenny Davis, the aim is to remind us what 
questions we haven’t asked about Indigenous histories in the context of Brit-
ish imperialism and how we might story them in ways that are more insouci-
ant about than invested in the colonial archive. As she puts it, “In the current 
tellings of this moment in British and British Empire history, an absence in the 
archive is seen as parallel to absence in Chickasaw lives and history. And the ab-
sence emerges as signi�cant (or interesting) only via highly colonial questions 
of war, of Indigenous peoples as only ever ally or enemy.” As in the genre of the 
found poem, the erasures are stunning. “Colonialism,” Davis notes,

severs in order to create gaps in the archive (and because it enjoys the 
violence of dismemberment). �ose gaps allow colonial actors (academ-
ics), knowingly or unknowingly, to �ll those gaps from their own perspec-
tives, from their own desires, and from their need to control the story. �at 
the British did immeasurable harm to the Chickasaw and yet are consis-
tently perceived through a framework of allyship is never questioned. Even 
today we can’t get away from them (and their colonial children). And yet 
there is considerable surprise that we did not march to war for them.31

In reply to the invitation to think about writing “otherwise,” Meleisa Ono-
George was “attracted to this challenge because of the explicit instruction for 
us to write a piece outside the conventions of the discipline, because we were 
actively encouraged to experiment.” “I wanted the reader to not just ‘think’ with 
me, but to feel with me, to be moved by the emotion of loss and anger, hope, 
and connection.” And so, “in writing this piece, I wanted not just to acknowl-
edge his life and story, but I also wanted to do something more emotional, more 
spiritual. In this respect, I thought a lot about the way storytelling is used in 
the Caribbean, as a way to connect us as individuals to our communities, by 
which I mean not just to those who still reside in this world but also, perhaps 
more importantly, to the lives, struggles, deaths, and a erlives of our ancestors.” 
Signi�cantly, Ono-George cautions against the apparent simplicity of “erasure”: 
“I’m not certain the history of this child was erased. �e boy’s presence is still 
with us through the archives; we just failed to engage with what remains on its 
own terms, being led by the archives and the history that it allows us to narrate 
instead of trying or not trying to engage archives based on certain conventions 
of the discipline.”

In “Listening to Traces,” part II of this collection, it’s clear how many di� er-
ent narrative forms and formats are available when we put the fragment or shard 
of evidence at the center of anticolonial writing experiments. In tracing the life 
of his grandmother, Hawa Essop Patel, Goolam Vahed was repeatedly struck 
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by both the absence of women like her in the archive and the places where rem-
nants and echoes of her biography could be gleaned. Although the wholeness 
of her life can never be recaptured, he’s con�dent that the kind of speculative 
biography he o�ers here “allows us to attempt to provide a portrait of a complex 
life.” If traces are like wisps, Laura Ishiguro’s account of the �re that destroyed 
Barkerville is well positioned to help us appreciate what is “enough” evidence 
in archival terms. And she really leaned into the “listening” part of the head-
ing. “I thought a lot about hearing as well as listening, particularly in the third 
section when I consider actual court proceedings. I was struck that so many 
women—women whom we would otherwise not know about from the colonial 
archives—put themselves on record and demanded a hearing, both at the time 
and from us now. Even, or especially, when the result wasn’t conviction (legal 
conviction at the time and historians’ conviction about the truth now), leaving 
these traces took work and risk, and I think we should at least try to hear them.” 
In light of these comments, we might agree with �avolia Glymph that, like the 
archive of enslavement, the imperial archive is, in certain times and places, a 
boisterous and noisy one, with “jostling voices” audible, even clamoring for our 
attention.32 And as Marisa Fuentes’s work reminds us, attuning ourselves to both 
these sounds and to the reverberations of damage that accompany them is the 
ultimate writerly challenge.33

Sumita Mukherjee pursues this line of thinking further by using a poetic 
form—the “composite choral” verse—as an act of recovery not of a single sub-
ject but of Indian girlhood in diaspora. Drawing on Hartman’s essay “Venus 
in Two Acts,” and in an echo of Ono-George’s reference to the power of 
Caribbean ways of telling and listening, Sumita explained that “the use of the 
chorus in my piece is inspired by aural and oral traditions as I think through the 
rhythms and voices of storytelling in the South Asian context. �e chorus also 
holds the whispers of young girls who are whispering at the walls or to them-
selves, and so listening for those traces is an important mode of recovery.” Hart-
man’s essay was also an inspiration for Ryan Fong, who sees the letter form he 
tries on as a way of “grappling with my desire to be in right relationship with 
both Mowhee and Ngata, as well as the Māori communities who continue to 
keep their memory. As I wrote my letters, I became profoundly aware that this 
was not merely an abstract intellectual exercise but was rooted in the beliefs that 
ground my own Chinese traditions and resonate with those across Te Ao Māori 
around honoring the dead and acknowledging ancestors as active presences in 
our lives.” Interestingly, too, he observed that “I do not share the same level of 
concern and anxiety around accuracy that seems to haunt many of my historian 
colleagues. Instead, the disciplinary taboo that I wanted to confront was how 
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literary critics are typically expected to assume a posture of critical detachment 
from the authors that we study. I saw the letter form as a way to both confront 
this fantasy—since, of course, we are invested in the authors we write about!—
and to explicitly articulate those lines of more personal relation.”

�e theme of “splitting seams” (the title of part III) resonated with Renisa 
Mawani, who recalled that “I stumbled across this case �le while I was research-
ing my last book, Across Oceans of Law.” �at �le “opened so many questions for 
me that were conceptual but also intimate and personal: how to imagine and 
write about subaltern women; how to write about family history. �is essay gave 
me an opportunity to think about ways of stitching the archive and family biog-
raphy together, even if they do not fully overlap or cohere.” She saw the splitting 
seams rubric as “an invitation to push against the historiography of the Indian 
Ocean world and the caricature of the subaltern woman. I try to do this by su-
turing family biography with archival fragments.” For Heather Salter, the chance 
to think about Tatyana Moiseenko through this lens was a welcome break from 
a very di� erent kind of writing:

I was in the midst of writing a book with a strong narrative arc and was 
looking for a way to think through how I could assimilate all of the frac-
tured things I knew about one of my main characters. . . .  I’ve never tried 
actually writing the world through anyone’s eyes. . . .  [I]f we think of split-
ting seams as taking fabric apart without tearing it, with the goal of either 
repairing it or stitching it back together in a di� erent way, then perhaps 
this kind of exercise could be seen as a way of deconstructing various nar-
rative strands (things we thought we knew from competing archives) and 
then putting them back together with a new kind of thread that changes 
the look of the �nished piece.

Frances Steel had a lot to say about how the theme spoke directly to her work 
in the book:

“Splitting Seams” to me gestures metaphorically to undoing established or 
long-accepted ways of knowing, especially that which gets “stitched up” 
(as in “case closed” in the context of my piece, once they “found” Lati-
nidavetalevu and deciphered his “adventures”). I felt I could unstitch the 
neatness of that, press against viewing this period of his life merely as an 
investigation into a series of lies or transgressions. . . .  [It] also echoes the 
ways Tiya Miles talks about her approach to the sack, particularly when 
she talks of “loosening the threads” of the words stitched into the sack 
into larger meanings, a way of opening out our archival traces to “stretch” 
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them beyond what seems most immediate. Her way of thinking is in turn 
indebted to Fuentes’s metaphor of the stretch in the archive’s bias grain. 
Splitting seams seems productive, a way of revealing or actively creat-
ing and enabling new spaces for thought and re�ection. �ere’s a sort of 
“unmaking” aspect to the metaphor, with the potential for remaking. In 
this way, too, it speaks to the way Latinidavetalevu was engaged in split-
ting seams to fashion or form new, additional identities, to weave in an-
other set of experiences and ways of being that enlarged his world and the 
possibilities he imagined for himself. It was a reminder to me as I worked 
on this piece that I didn’t need to “know” the “real person” or pin him down.

In developing the storyline for “A Rusted Pin,” Caroline Bressey found that 
the seams metaphor “brings to mind the work of mending. . . .  [S]ometimes 
[seams] must be split to enable that mending to happen. But also perhaps the 
splitting from conventional historical forms—seams in time.” For Bressey this 
was a way of linking narrative form and anticolonial method. “Black women 
who lived part or all their lives in colonial Britain embody many of the com-
plexities of the anticolonial history writing. Women like Grace Stevenson were 
descended from the circuits of Atlantic slavery and were born into the brutal 
and racialized inequalities of colonial Jamaica. Some le  and became part of 
multiethnic communities in the imperial capital; some thrived in Britain, others 
traveled onward. �e diversity of their experiences is still a long way from being 
given attention or fully cared for in British empire history.” Kennetta Hammond 
Perry echoed some of this conception in her remarks about the process of writ-
ing her piece on David Oluwale: “�is section title resonates with my thinking 
alongside Marisa Fuentes and Tiya Miles about ways of stretching the cross hairs 
of an archive to �nd what is not held together in the seams. Miles talks about 
wanting to �nd a word that captures the thing in the gap between the seams, and 
I see myself trying to get at that as well by surfacing impossible but not improb-
able questions and making connections with the memories that David Oluwale 
could have brought with him from Lagos to Britain and that could have shaped 
what he made of the items found on his body. To split the seam for me requires 
forcing or moving to get at what is not held together in the archive. It means not 
that it’s not contained in the archive but rather that it’s not held together in a 
way that we can see what it is.”

In response to the question, Why did you write this? Hammond Perry shared 
that it was

because I wanted to try to engage some of the methods that will be re-
quired to write with and against an archive produced to narrate David 
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Oluwale’s death in order to take seriously a history of how he lived. Given 
how he appears in the archive, the story of his life is a looming absent pres-
ence in so much of the material. But the items found on his body when 
it was recovered from the river seemed to invite a way to consider his life 
and what mattered to him by thinking about objects that he kept close in 
the weeks before his death. I wanted to �nd a way to linger on these items 
and think about what they could have meant while amplifying what 
has been made impossible to know about him by the ways in which his 
life is documented in the archive. �ere is also something about these par-
ticular objects’ capacity to hold histories about his interiority that appeals 
to me as I �nd myself constantly questioning how he ends up repeatedly 
in some of the predicaments that he �nds himself in terms of his contact 
with police, and I want to try to hold a space to understand him as a con-
templative, re�ective, and knowing subject of modern British history.

Given the recurrent set of a�ective and political resources that British imperial-
ism continues to provide to actors from Black Lives Matter protesters to Queen 
Elizabeth II mourners—all of whom are global, and globally apparent, audi-
ences for this work—going up against the imperial archive in order to hold space 
for the potentialities of new forms and genres that function as British imperial 
histories is politically urgent. Indeed, it’s the kind of social action that can create 
new forms of community, as well.

As Brand reminds us, in the context of empire, we are never far from con-
fronting “the imposition of form, of symmetry with the ruling relations.”34 Or 
far from the temptations of imagining that any form is exempt from the possibil-
ity of carrying narratives of violence. Yet, at a moment when academic History 
has shi ed from being at the perilous edge of its social and political legitimacy 
to �ghting for its very existence, we need to exploit all the possibilities of the ar-
chivally driven anti-imperial imagination in historically minded ways with nar-
rative forms and formats that are up to the challenges of the present, and of the 
future. If in the process these extraordinary empire histories remake, recompose, 
and redistribute what we take to be the archive itself, so much the better.
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