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Reparations

“measures to satisfy 
victims, such as 

revealing the truth, 
holding perpetrators 

accountable, and 
ceasing ongoing 

violations…” 

-International Center for 
Transitional Justice



Activism • Achille Mbembe: archive’s power 
lies in its ability to resist 
chronophagy

• Verne Harris: archivists who turn 
back on activist risk becoming “pawns 
in bigger power plays”

• Randall C. Jimerson: activism falls 
within the normal bounds of archival 
practive

• Wendy N. Duff, et al.: archives need 
to measure social justice impact

“The commodification of 
memory obliterates the 
distinction between the 
victim and the executioner, 
and consequently enables 
the state to realise what it 
has always dreamed of: the 
abolition of debt and the 
possibility of starting fresh.”

-Achille Mbembe 



Case Study: Norwegian War Children
“The records in question were 

created by the very same public 

bodies that discriminated against 

the war children and neglected 

their needs, and they created the 

records to justify exactly the same 

actions. Consequently, the war 

children’s own voices are not 

present in the Norwegian 

archival heritage.”

- Gudmund Valderhag 



Case Study: Japanese-American Internment

• Records held at 
NARA establish case 
for reparations

• Archives themselves 
become part of 
reparative justice



Case Study: Bracero Guest Workers

• Archivists working in 
tandem with activists 
seeking reparations

• In absence of official action, 
archive becomes reparative

• Particularly important in 
current political climate



The Case 
For Slavery 
Reparations
“To proudly claim the 
veteran and disown 
the slaveholder is 
patriotism à la carte. 
A nation outlives its 
generations.”



Slavery Reparations in the Archive



“The time for 
activism, in other 

words, is never 
past. When we give 
up on activism, we 

give up on 
democracy.”

-Verne Harris



“And so we must imagine a new 
country. Reparations—by which I 

mean the full acceptance of our 
collective biography and its 

consequences—is the price we must 
pay to see ourselves squarely”

-Ta-nahisi Coates 


