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RESEARCH ARTICLE

Paying It Forward: The Prefigurative Politics 
of Record Creation

Anna Robinson-Sweet
UCLA

Michelle Caswell
UCLA

Through analysis of data from interviews with people who shared their stories 
with two community archives, Texas After Violence Project (TAVP) and South Asian 
American Digital Archive (SAADA), this article examines how records creators imagine 
future use and users. Our findings reveal that people create records with concrete 
ideas of who might access their record and how they might use it. In keeping 
with community archives research that troubles the sharp delineation between 
record creator and user, we find that community archives creators are motivated 
by the need for representational belonging, radical empathy for their communities, 
and reciprocal archival imaginaries. Many of the participants in our research also 
describe their story's potential use as a tool for activism and advocacy. Sharing 
their stories with these uses in mind, participants in our research engaged in what 
we call prefigurative record creation, a term we use to describe how participants 
enacted the future they imagine for their communities by sharing their story in the 
present. Prefigurative record creation constitutes a political act in opposition to the 
misrepresentation, erasure, and violence that marginalized communities encounter in 
society. Recognition of prefigurative records creation as such is crucial to helping 
community archives understand and meet the expectations of their donors.

Keywords: community archives; activist archives; archival theory; archives use and 
users; oral history; prefigurative politics

Introduction

Within archives, crip anticipation connects multiple pasts, presents, and futures: researchers . . . bring 
their past experiences into the present archival moment as a method of preparing for encountering the 
past. While witnessing the violence against disabled people in combination with each researchers’ past 
experiences—of ableism, racism, sexism, homophobia, fatphobia, classism, colonialism, and therefore of 
social and archival erasure—anticipation allows them to prepare and guard themselves against harms 
while also having hope for different futures of archival research. 

				    -   Gracen Brilmyer (2022, 168–69)

In the above quote, Gracen Brilmyer describes how the disabled archival researchers they interviewed imagined 
encountering disability in archives based on past experiences of erasure, misrepresentation, and violence. This 
imagining, which Brilmyer terms crip anticipation, prepares these users for future harm but also allows them to 
envision a different, more humane archive. In this article, we similarly consider how imagined futures influence 
present interactions with archives from the perspective of those who create records. The connections that emerge 
between archives creation and use contribute to our understanding of the intentions that motivate records 
creation, offering a conceptualization of record creation as a means of prefiguring a more liberatory future.

https://doi.org/10.18357/kula.292
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Over the past few decades, dominant Western archival theory has moved away from its insistence on 
impartiality to future use as a key characteristic of archival nature, but the field has yet to thoroughly con-
sider the connection between records creators and users. Community archives have troubled the sharp 
delineation between record creator and user because many community archives records creators are users 
of the collections to which they contribute. The research that has been done in this area reveals how com-
munity archives users, particularly those from marginalized communities, look to archives for self-rep-
resentation in the face of symbolic annihilation and as a tool for activism and advocacy. Some, like those in 
Brilmyer’s study, engage with archives as a way of imagining better futures. Our research builds upon these 
conceptions of archival use by presenting qualitative data on how records creators themselves envision the 
future use and users of their records. Such research is crucial to helping community archivists understand 
and meet the expectations of their donors, which is particularly important for those community archives 
that serve marginalized communities that have been excluded from dominant archives.

By analyzing empirical data gathered from those who shared their stories with two community archives, 
this article helps build an understanding of how records creators anticipate their stories being used. The 
questions driving this research are: Do record creators think about the future users of their stories, and if so, 
how? How does this imagined future user and use influence their decision to contribute to the archives? The 
answers to these questions come from our interviews with participants who told their stories to two differ-
ent BIPOC-centered community archives: the Texas After Violence Project (TAVP) and the South Asian 
American Digital Archive (SAADA).

TAVP is a public memory archive that fosters deeper understandings of the impacts of state violence on 
individuals, families, and communities. Their community partners are majority BIPOC people who are 
directly impacted by state violence and the criminal punishment system. Because poor and working-class 
communities of color are disproportionately impacted by state violence, TAVP ensures these communities 
are decision makers in their projects at every stage. The majority of participants in our research from TAVP 
shared their stories as part of the Visions After Violence Community Fellowship program, a nine-month 
fellowship in which those directly impacted by state violence design oral history projects, conduct and 
record interviews with people from their community, and creatively activate their work for the public. Other 
participants shared their stories with TAVP staff members and fellows from the Sheltering Justice program, 
a documentation initiative to responsibly and ethically archive the stories of people impacted by the inter-
section of COVID-19 and mass incarceration.

The South Asian American Digital Archive (SAADA) collects, preserves, and shares stories of South Asian 
Americans, and through its post-custodial digital archives, participatory storytelling initiatives, and educa-
tional outreach, shapes public understanding about the more than 5.4 million people in the US who identify 
as South Asian American. Participants in our research who shared their stories with SAADA were interviewed 
by SAADA’s Archival Creators Fellows. The Archival Creators Fellowship supports community members in 
becoming active participants in proposing, designing, appraising, curating, and creating archival collections 
that reflect the histories and perspectives of the most marginalized groups within the South Asian American 
community. The participants include community members who are working class, undocumented, LGBTQ+, 
Dalit, Indo-Caribbean, and from other groups that have been traditionally excluded from dominant narra-
tives. Because there is a lack of pre-existing accurate documentation of these communities, many Archival 
Creators projects feature oral histories.

Working together, a team from TAVP, SAADA, and UCLA Community Archives Lab developed Virtual 
Belonging: Assessing the Affective Impact of Digital Records Creation in Community Archives, a community-led 
participatory action research project to study the impact of programs like the Archival Creators Fellowship 
and Visions After Violence Fellowship. This article is one of several to emerge from this project, and it reports 
on initial data about how those who shared their stories with TAVP or SAADA imagine the future users and 
use of their stories. Our findings show TAVP and SAADA’s records creators shared their stories as a means of 
enacting the future that they envision for their communities. Drawing on the concept of prefigurative poli-
tics, which describes how social movements implement desired conditions in the present, we call this prefig-
urative record creation. We hope this theorization will help archivists better understand and meet the 
expectations of those from marginalized backgrounds who decide to create records by narrating their own 
oral histories for inclusion in archives.

Literature Review 

Community Archives
In recent years, ideas emerging from community archives have challenged dominant Western archival theory 
by instantiating new ways of thinking about how and why we archive. Community archives have introduced 
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participatory practices that resist prevailing archival ideas around custodianship, description, and access. Early 
attempts to define community archives cast a wide net, describing the term as applicable to any group coming 
together to document themselves on their own terms (Flinn et al. 2009, 73). Recently, scholars have narrowed 
the breadth of this definition. For example, Jarrett M. Drake (2018) writes that under such metrics, almost any 
repository could claim the mantle of community archives. Drake instead urges a focus on liberatory versus 
oppressive archives. Others have similarly distinguished the grassroots, autonomous memory work done by 
marginalized communities. In her book Urgent Archives, Michelle Caswell writes of “marginalized identity-
based community archives” (2021, 21), arguing that this more specific terminology is needed to distinguish 
between “those that represent and serve dominant communities, such as historical societies that are often 
invested in white supremacist histories as a way to maintain or increase local property values, and those that 
represent and serve under-represented, marginalized, and/or oppressed communities” (2021, 16).

The stakes for marginalized identity-based community archives are made clear by Gabriel Daniel Solís, the 
executive director of TAVP. Solís describes the work of TAVP and other community memory projects that 
document state violence as “archives of survival” because of how they “promote transformative justice and 
prevent and address violence without resorting to counter-violence” (2018, 9). In another move to distin-
guish between types of community archives, Moore and Pell (2010) describe “autonomous archives” as com-
munity archives constituted by “emergent publics.” Emergent publics, they explain, are “nascent communities 
without (as yet) solidified group cohesion, loci of identification, or external recognition” that arise in 
moments of collective action in response to particular issues (Moore and Pell 2010, 257). Autonomous 
archives become a means for marginalized groups to construct counter-publics, “collective identities and 
discourses apart from dominating groups” (Moore and Pell 2010, 256). The role of community archives in 
group identity formation is echoed in the concept of reciprocal archival imaginaries, which denotes the ways 
in which community archives help groups imagine the past, present, and future of their communities 
(Brilmyer et al. 2019). Our article builds upon this concept, investigating the role of record creation in recip-
rocal archival imaginaries.

Autonomy is a common thread that unites definitions of community archives. As Caswell writes in Urgent 
Archives, autonomy over archival practices is what distinguishes community archives from dominant repos-
itories that collect material from marginalized communities (2021, 17). Community archives invert the hier-
archies of such archives in favor of autonomy and participation: “User participation in practices such as 
appraisal, description and access provides autonomy for community members who are able to manage 
archival collections on their own terms. This autonomy provides a platform for community members to 
reflect the values and needs of their communities” (Zavala et al. 2017, 212–13). Allowing users to engage in 
descriptive work is one of the ways that community archives blur distinctions between donor, user, and 
archivist (Caswell et al. 2018; Sutherland and Purcell 2021). Another example is the way that community 
archives engage with donors in long-term relationships of mutual care rather than simply in one-off trans-
actions of custody (Caswell 2021, 17). An article reporting on the findings of interviews with community 
archives volunteers notes that many of these archives practice post-custodial and/or community ownership, 
“in which organisations are seen to steward materials on behalf of communities, rather than a simple trans-
fer of custody” (Zavala et al. 2017, 209).

These practices, modeled by community archives like SAADA and TAVP, have impacted university archives 
as well. As Nancy Liliana Godoy (2021) writes, Arizona State University Library’s Community-Driven Archives 
Initiative seeks shared custodianship and stewardship over donated materials. As community archives con-
tinue to challenge transactional approaches to donor relationships, more research is needed on how those 
who share their stories or materials with community archives view their contributions. Such research must 
attend to how community archives contributors view the potential use and impact of their stories.

Impartiality/Intentionality
While community archives have helped move dominant Western archival practice away from a long-held 
commitment to the impartiality of records (Cook 2013), this concept persists in the field’s literature and 
pedagogy. According to the Society of American Archivists (n.d.), impartiality is one of the characteristics 
that contribute to a record’s archival nature. Records, in this line of thinking, are archival owing to 
their impartiality, created “as a means for carrying out activities they document,” and their naturalness, 
“accumulate[d] out of a routine process” (Society of American Archivists n.d.). In an article that traces the 
centrality of impartiality in American archival theory, Paige Hohmann explains that archival records have 
been considered “agents of routine, [which] do not have an agenda beyond the fulfillment of a transaction. 
. . . Because of this impartiality, they are able to communicate certain objective data about the contexts 
and facts of their creation that other information artifacts cannot” (2016, 16). The implication of these 
definitions is that when records are created for reasons other than carrying out an activity (for example, as 
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an end unto itself) or accumulated in a process that cannot be described as routine, the archival nature of 
that record and therefore its ability to serve as evidence of past actions is compromised. 

In the twenty-first century, these notions of archival nature began to be challenged by archivists and 
scholars influenced by postmodern and critical theory (Wiker 2020). Verne Harris (2002) has been a promi-
nent contributor to this discourse, using his own experience as an archivist in post-apartheid South Africa to 
argue that archives represent a sliver of social memory shaped by those in power rather than existing as 
impartial repositories of evidence. Indeed, as archival studies scholars Anthony W. Dunbar (2006) and Mario 
H. Ramirez (2015) have argued, claims to impartiality and neutrality have long served as a cover for norma-
tive whiteness and a lack of diversity within the field.1 Harris, Dunbar, Ramirez, and others writing in this 
vein focus primarily on the role of the archivist in constructing the archival record. Others have critiqued the 
one-to-one relationship between activity and record that lies at the heart of archival nature. Geoffrey Yeo’s 
(2010) definition of archival records as representations of events draws attention to the agency of the record 
creator, pointing out that records cannot be assumed to be impartial accounts. Going a step further, scholars 
of colonial archives such as Jeannette Allis Bastian (2005) and J. J. Ghaddar (2016) reveal how colonial 
authorities create records and assemble archives as a means of silencing their subjects and exercising power. 
Similarly, Drake (2014, 2018) has examined the role of records creation and manipulation in white suprem-
acist state violence.

Such scholars, as Heather MacNeil writes, “have troubled the metaphor of records as evidence by position-
ing historical sources as constituent agents in reconstructing a particular conception of the past rather than 
as the unselfconscious remains of that past” (2020, 88–89). Most of the archival studies writing on this topic 
examines archival records within context to demonstrate the representational choices exercised by their 
creators. Ciaran B. Trace (2002) is one of the few scholars to have conducted qualitative research on records 
creators’ intentions and how such intentions influence the record that is produced. In Trace’s examination of 
the factors that influence law enforcement record creation, she reveals how personnel are socialized to create 
records in a certain way to result in desired outcomes. Based on this research, Trace argues for a framework 
that distinguishes between the use and purpose of the record. Whereas use refers to the immediate use of the 
record in the course of routine transactions, purpose “acknowledges that records are created in anticipation 
of future as well as current uses (both within and outside of the organization) and that these other uses are 
(or will be) more than the purely technical” (Trace 2002, 153). In other words, while a record’s use may be to 
document a transaction, its purpose might be different, such as to prove a bureaucrat was performing their 
duties. As with Yeo’s definition of records as representations, however, Trace’s framework continues to insist 
on record creation as an act performed alongside another transaction or event. What about those cases in 
which people record their story solely so that it can be accessed in an archive by future users?

In the archival discourse, oral history has been caught in the crosshairs of disciplinary debates over neu-
trality and impartiality. As Jamie A. Lee (2019) writes, oral history’s non-transactional, subjective, and inter-
pretive nature has led some to dismiss the medium as non-archival. More capacious definitions of the 
archival clearly admit oral history, and archival practice reflects this acceptance. Even within the narrow view 
of records as evidence of transactions, Caswell and Samip Mallick (2014) argue that oral histories can be seen 
as records of a community’s efforts to document its own history. The need to justify the archival nature of 
oral history stems largely from the Western predilection for written records, and the supposed “fixity” of 
such records. In critiquing the white supremacist colonial ideology that undergirds this preference, Tonia 
Sutherland argues for not just oral history but other “embodied experiences” such as performance, rituals, 
and oral tradition to be considered archival records (2020, 241). Lee similarly counters ideas of fixity, writing 
that oral histories are records precisely because, and not in spite of, their qualities of being “stable and unsta-
ble, consistent and inconsistent, complementary and contradictory” (2019, 169). In short, oral history prac-
tice broadens previously tight definitional bounds of the record, opening the possibility for a more complex 
understanding of archival subjects. This complexity necessarily entails recognition of records creators’ 
agency and perspective. Our research aims to contribute to this recognition by demonstrating how oral 
history record creation can be an empowering act, particularly for creators who have been historically 
excluded from archives. 

Archival Use and Users
Archival use has been a dedicated topic of study since the 1980s, a decade that saw a burst of research and 
writing on the subject. These early articles called out previous inattention to archival use and suggested 

1  While Ramirez uses both impartiality and neutrality to refer to archivists’ positioning of themselves vis-à-vis their work, and Dunbar 
uses the word neutrality in a similar sense, we use impartiality throughout this article to refer to the archival record and neutrality to 
refer to the position of the person interacting with that record, whether it be the record creator or archivist.
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frameworks for a systematic approach to analyzing use and users (Dearstyne 1987). As Hea Lim Rhee (2015) 
details in their literature review of archival user studies, there has not been consistent scholarship on the 
topic since the 1980s, especially when compared with the steady output of research on library use. Rhee 
argues that this comparative lack of literature on use in archives could be due both to a lack of resources 
within archives to conduct user studies and to archives’ traditional prioritization of material preservation 
over archival use. 

While lack of resources continues to be problem faced by archives and libraries alike, there has arguably 
been a disciplinary shift toward deeper consideration of the people who create and use archives. As Terry 
Cook argues in his much-cited article on the evolving paradigms of archival practice, the contemporary 
community archives movement has called for more participatory engagement between even mainstream 
archives and the communities they represent and serve (2013, 115).

This is evident in a number of studies conducted in recent years on users of community archives. Many 
of these studies focus on users of digital community archives. For example, Krystyna Matusiak (2022) 
conducted a mixed-methods evaluation of users of an unnamed digital archive focused on a rural commu-
nity in the western United States, with findings related to the website’s interface design, content of col-
lections, and information organization. In an article on digital preservation for the Ontario Jewish 
Archives, Nathan Moles (2022) discussed the challenges of applying Open Archival Information System 
(OAIS) standards in a community archives context because the types of use and user are more diverse than 
they are for a university or government digital archival repository. Authors of a poster paper on the 
Documenting Ferguson online community archive borrowed methods from the field of Human Computer 
Interaction (HCI) to study what motivated people to contribute to the archive (Freeland and Atiso 2015). 
In one of the few studies focused on users of physical community archives, focus groups with users at five 
community archives sites revealed how members of marginalized communities imagine the physical 
spaces of community archives (Caswell et al. 2018). Three themes emerged from this work: community 
archives as a physical symbol of representation, as a home away from home, and as a potential site of 
political activism.

As discussed above, community archives users are also often donors and even volunteer archivists them-
selves. This blurring of roles calls for an approach to users advocated for by Caswell and Marika Cifor (2016) 
in their article on radical empathy in archival practice. In this article, Caswell and Cifor argue for a departure 
from legal-based accountability frameworks that view the archivist and user as “autonomous individual sub-
jects” (2016, 27) and toward an approach guided by feminist ethics that views archivist, user, donor, and 
record subject as enmeshed in a web of affective responsibilities with each other. The affective responsibility 
archivists have to users is evidenced in Gracen Brilmyer’s (2022) work on disabled archives users and rep-
resentations of disability in archives. In their interviews with these users, Brilmyer describes how encounters 
with archival misrepresentation in the past translate into present feelings of harm, which lead these users 
to anticipate further archival misrepresentation and absence.

In that same article, Brilmyer engages with the concept of archival imaginaries, a term coined by Caswell 
to describe “the dynamic way in which communities creatively and collectively re-envision the future 
through archival interventions in representations of the shared past” (2013, 49). While the term archival 
imaginaries was first applied to the concept of imagined records (Gilliland and Caswell 2016), later research 
explored the idea of imagined users in community archives (Brilmyer et al. 2019). In focus groups with com-
munity archives users, Brilmyer et al. (2019) asked how marginalized communities conceive of their commu-
nities through consideration of imagined future users. The article introduces the concept of reciprocal 
archival imaginaries to describe the “ever-evolving ways in which archives produce imaginaries regarding 
what and who constitutes communities but also . . . the ways such imaginaries, in turn, influence communi-
ty-based archives” (Brilmyer et al. 2019, 44). In other words, the ways those involved in community archives 
imagine future users of their archives help them determine the community at the heart of their work, which 
then influences who those future users will indeed be. Jessica M. Lapp (2023) also considers the interplay 
between archival imaginaries and records creation: in discussing two digital collections of feminist materi-
als, Lapp argues that their creation is an act of imagining new worlds, which she calls “provenancial 
fabulation.”

Lapp’s article proposing provenancial fabulation notably acknowledges the intent and agency of records 
creators. As Jennifer Douglas (2018) writes, despite the centrality of provenance in archival arrangement and 
description, archival creatorship overall is an undertheorized aspect of archival studies. And while Douglas, 
Lapp, and others have offered crucial theorizations of provenance that move the field away from the pre-
sumed neutral sole creator, this scholarship mainly deals with the implications of expanded provenance for 
the purposes of archival description. We build upon this work by looking at the interplay between archival 
creation and imagined use.
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Representation in Archives
One of the few studies to look at peoples’ motivations for contributing to archives found that many people 
felt their contributions helped forge connection with their community. In an analysis of oral histories 
recorded in conjunction with donations to the Mass. Memories Road Show, Ana Roeschley and Jeonghyun 
Kim write that contributing to the archive gave donors a sense of belonging and helped them to “bridge 
personal and communal pasts” (2019, 46). Bastian (2003) describes this interrelationship between archive 
and community as a community of records, arguing that records help constitute the community and vice 
versa. When a community loses access to their records, they lose the ability to write their own history and 
form collective memory.

There is also a personal affective impact to not seeing oneself or one’s community represented in archives. 
Caswell (2014) introduced the term symbolic annihilation to the archives field to describe how marginalized 
communities feel in the face of absences or misrepresentations of themselves in archives. Writing further 
about this concept, Caswell, Cifor, and Ramirez (2016) describe how in interviews with SAADA board mem-
bers, many interviewees expressed feeling symbolically annihilated by dominant archives. In contrast, the 
interviews surfaced how community archives like SAADA engender a feeling of representational belonging. 
The authors use this term to describe the impact for marginalized communities of seeing their experiences 
documented in archives, especially after previous experiences of symbolic annihilation.

In a follow-up to the first article on representational belonging, Zavala et al. (2017) studied the impact 
of community archives for founders, volunteers, and staff at these archives. The authors built upon the 
model of impact introduced in prior work, explaining the three levels at which representational belong-
ing in community archives affects people from marginalized communities: ontological, epistemological, 
and social. Ontological impact refers to how seeing their experience accurately represented in archives 
changes how community members exist in the world. The epistemological impact results from having 
proof of your community’s existence. And social impact describes how community archives help forge a 
sense of community. 

While representational belonging is found to have a positive affective impact in the two studies described 
above, further research complicates this idea by investigating how marginalized communities might also 
refrain from self-representation as a tactic of survival. In interviews with users of community-based archives 
in Southern California and with LGBTQ+ Asian Americans in Texas, researchers found a tension between a 
desire for representational belonging and a need to protect one’s community from the violence of white 
supremacy (Gabiola et al. 2022). For example, in communities that have experienced trauma, younger gen-
erations might be hesitant to ask older generations to relive those experiences, both out of a sense of honor 
to their elders and out of respect for privacy and cultural values (Gabiola et al. 2022, 73). The authors coined 
the term representational subversion to describe how marginalized communities balance both representa-
tion and absence in archives.

Solís (2018) explores how symbolic annihilation is tied to bodily annihilation. In his article on records 
produced by the criminal legal system, Solís writes that police reports, court records, and media narratives 
“reveal a foundational logic in dominant ideas of justice: killing conceptually makes it much easier to kill 
actually or justify a killing in the aftermath” (2018, 2). Archives holding such material further symbolic anni-
hilation because the trauma of the violence they inflict produces silences that allow their own narratives to 
dominate. To combat this symbolic and bodily annihilation, Solís advocates for the importance of liberatory 
community memory projects such as TAVP.

Just as symbolic annihilation is often intertwined with bodily annihilation, so too can representation in 
archives be important in liberation and social change. While scholarship on representational belonging 
points to the social impact of community archives, there has not been much research to show how a desire 
for representation and social change motivates people from marginalized communities to share their stories 
with community archives, often overcoming fears about the kind of violence experienced by communities 
engaged in “representational subversion” (Gabiola et al. 2022). 

Archives and Activism
Recognition of the myriad ways that archives are used beyond historical scholarship or genealogical research 
has led to greater appreciation for the social justice impact of archives. In 2013, Duff et al. were the first 
to try and establish a framework for understanding this impact; then, in 2020, Wallace et al. published an 
edited volume on the topic, which presented essays on the meaning of social justice, new approaches for 
measuring impact, and eight case studies demonstrating archives’ social justice impact. These case studies 
describe how communities are using records and archives to achieve justice in the form of the return of 
stolen land rights, legal accountability for violence, changes to recordkeeping practices, archival access, 
personal agency, and resistance.
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Researchers in the United Kingdom studying the impact of archives from an activist perspective have also 
found that traditional frameworks for examining archival impact are inadequate to activist archival use 
because they tend to focus on the informational use of archives rather than the affective and creative incor-
poration of archives into activist projects (Buchanan and Bastian 2015). The authors propose an alternative 
framework for activist archival impact that considers how activists emotionally engage in archival research, 
using their findings to develop complex understandings of time, space, and progress. And while this article 
and many of the case studies on social justice impact focus on activist uses of government archives, there has 
also been exciting work on the creation and implementation of archives by social movements. For example, 
Joel A. Blanco-Rivera (2020) writes about activists in Chile creating their own alternative archives in response 
to the state’s efforts to withhold records from the brutal dictatorship of Augusto Pinochet. Similarly, Beverley 
Butler (2020) describes how Palestinians “act back” against their erasure and objectification in Zionist 
archives by creating their own online archives of the Nakba.

As these examples demonstrate, activists often create archives as a means of collecting evidence and 
correcting absences or misrepresentations of historical events found in dominant archives. In a community 
in South London that has been targeted by the government for redevelopment, housing activists created 
their own archives containing movement materials and documents obtained from the government through 
freedom of information requests. In describing how these archives empower activists, Elena Carter writes 
that, “by forming an archive, these activist groups are . . . more able to take control over their histories and 
take back the power inherent in the archive and ensure that their memories and perspectives are captured 
in the historical record” (2017, 32). Housing activists in this case created archives to contest government and 
media narratives that painted their communities as slums that would benefit from redevelopment.

Archives created by social movements for social movements can be described as activist archives. 
Interference Archive, a community-based repository of social movement material, situates activist archives 
as a type of community-based archives that “not only honor specific communities but also forge new rela-
tionships between parallel histories, reshape and reinterpret dominant narratives, and challenge concep-
tions of the archive itself” (Sellie et al. 2015, 454). As this definition of activist archives suggests, activist 
archives often challenge dominant archival practice by enacting participatory and non-hierarchical pro-
cesses. Susan Pell (2015) further argues that because of how activist archives exist as sites of autonomy and 
self-representation, they are good spaces for investigating the politics of archives. Activist archives provide a 
model for archives of all kinds to enact participatory, experimental practices that are “oriented toward a 
community of users” (Pell 2015, 56). Similarly, in their introduction to a volume of interviews with activists, 
Jen Hoyer and Nora Almeida (2021) urge archivists to pay attention to how these activists imagine their 
materials being archived and used, noting that the disconnects between these imagined archives and reality 
can offer inspiration to reimagine archival work.

Many of the texts cited above point to how activist use of archives disrupts the concept of linear time 
presented by dominant archival theory, one in which archives are used to construct better understandings of 
the past in order to demonstrate the progress seen in the present, which will continue into the future. In 
Urgent Archives, Caswell critiques this as the “white temporal imaginary” (2021, 20). In contrast, identi-
ty-based community archives enact understandings of time that link past injustices to present struggles. 
Caswell explains that such archives are ripe for social movement activation because they hold “corollary 
records,” evidence of “reoccurring moments in time in which the same or similar oppressions get repeated” 
(2021, 53). Similarly, Buchanan and Bastian write that archival research allows activists to draw parallels 
across time and space to see similarities between past and present conditions (2015, 443). Activists also use 
archives to imagine a more hopeful future, what Carter calls the “future-past” (2017, 36). Sometimes, creat-
ing an archive can be a means for enacting this future, serving as what some call a “prefigurative space” (Sellie 
et al. 2015, 467; Lobo 2019). A group of volunteers for Interference Archive, for example, write about how 
this activist archive is prefigurative because it puts into practice social relations that the volunteers aspire to 
see in society at large (Sellie et al. 2015). Through a critical examination of archival practice, non-profit fund-
ing, and organizational structures, Interference Archive’s volunteers enact alternatives that align with their 
social justice goals. In this way, the archives become a space for bringing the future into the present.

In thinking about the various ways that activist use of archives disrupts linear models of time, we might 
also consider how use, typically seen as coming after the creation and preservation of a record, might come 
first, before the record is even made. While archivists often engage with imagined use when making deci-
sions about appraisal, arrangement, and description, there has not been thorough consideration of how 
records creators themselves anticipate use and incorporate that imagined future activation into the material 
or story they share with the archives. Just as activist archival use has compelled the creation of new models 
of archival impact, so too might it generate new understandings of record creation and the motivations for 
those who share their stories with archives. 



page 8 of 18� Robinson-Sweet and Caswell: Paying It Forward

Methodology
This article reports on some of the findings from a community-led participatory action research (PAR) 
project. PAR is an iterative process in which communities play leading roles in every aspect of research 
design and implementation, from formulating research questions to analyzing data (Buckles and Chevalier 
2019). Community-led PAR has been used within archival studies by several teams of researchers who 
simultaneously design research inquiries and create or maintain archival projects alongside community 
members (Rolan et al. 2019). Working within the context of Indigenous communities in Australia, Shannon 
Faulkhead (2017) uses the term “negotiated methodologies” to describe formulating a research design that 
meets the needs of marginalized communities and fully reflects their own autonomous epistemologies and 
research methodologies.

In this case, the research questions, project design, and implementation emerged from equal partner-
ships between UCLA Community Archives Lab, TAVP, SAADA, and community members who participated in 
TAVP and SAADA programs. Our overarching research questions, interview protocol, and method of data 
collection were collaboratively designed, and our findings have been reported back to staff and stakeholders 
at each organization via both private and public presentations at meetings and community events. The 
design of this research strives to meet the nine principles for building mutually beneficial relationships 
between academic researchers and community archivists outlined by the Reciprocity in Researching Records 
Collaborative: relational consent, mutual benefit, investment, humility, accountability, transparency, equity, 
reparation, and amplification (Douglas et al. 2021).

Participants in this research were recruited by TAVP and SAADA staff after they told their stories as 
part of either TAVP’s Visions After Violence (VAV) Community Fellowship or Sheltering Justice Program 
(for people directly impacted by state violence) or SAADA’s Archival Creators’ Fellowship Projects (for 
South Asian Americans from further minoritized communities.) We used in-depth one-on-one semi-struc-
tured interviews as well as focus groups as specific methods of data collection. (See Appendix A for the 
semi-structured interview protocol.) We followed the seven stages of the interview process recom-
mended by Alison Jane Pickard (2007): thematizing, designing, interviewing, recording, transcribing, 
analyzing, and verifying. Between April and June 2022, the first author of this paper conducted in-depth 
one-on-one semi-structured interviews over Zoom with twenty-one people who had previously partici-
pated in oral history projects at TAVP or SAADA. In June 2022, she conducted two focus groups (one for 
each organization) with an additional eight participants, for a total of twenty-nine research subjects. 
Each participant received a one-hundred-dollar stipend for their participation. Interviews and focus 
groups were recorded and transcribed, with the permission of each interview subject, and coded for 
themes using NVIVO software.

This research fits squarely within an interpretivist research paradigm that presupposes reality to be 
socially constructed. In an interpretivist research paradigm, it is critical for researchers to acknowledge 
their positionality, as positionality influences what research questions can be asked, what data is col-
lected, and how that data is interpreted. The first author of this paper is a white woman from a mid-
dle-class background who has worked as an archivist, oral historian, and community organizer. The 
second author of this paper is a white woman originally from a working-class background who is in the 
first generation of her family to graduate from high school. She co-founded SAADA and has been 
actively engaged in research about SAADA and other community archives sites for the past fifteen years. 
While both researchers are in continuous conversation with staff at each site, we, as white women who 
have not been incarcerated, are outsiders to both communities represented and served by the organi-
zations. Our positionalities limited the data we were able to collect and the lens through which we 
interpret it. 

While TAVP and SAADA both share a commitment to participatory archiving for marginalized communi-
ties, we are also attentive to the differences between TAVP and SAADA and the distinct communities they 
serve. In the papers we have authored on this research, this one included, we highlight the commonalities 
that emerged across participants at both organizations, as well as the important differences that emerged 
between them. 

Findings
In our interviews with people who shared their stories with TAVP and SAADA, we asked participants to 
reflect on who they might want to listen to their stories in the archives. Some responded that this was 
the first time they were considering the future users of their archived story, but others described their 
aspirations for ways that their stories might be useful to their communities. Analysis of our interview data 
reveals that participants broadly imagined two groups of users: those within their community and outsiders 
who might be influenced in ways that are beneficial to the participants’ communities.
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While some participants did reflect on how their stories might be useful to others, it is important to note 
that for some this imagined future use was not the primary reason they chose to create a record of their 
story. As reported in our previous research (Caswell and Robinson-Sweet 2023), across both organizations 
some people described telling and recording their stories for themselves, for their own internal, emotional 
benefit rather than only for some imagined future audience. In another article written from this data 
(Caswell and Robinson-Sweet 2024), we discuss how some participants considered the “afterlives” of their 
recorded interviews, understanding that their stories may be used by those who do not share the communi-
ty’s vision and values. Despite these concerns, most felt that the presence of their story in the archives would 
offer their communities hope, solidarity, representation, and a sense of their own history. In what follows, 
we focus on three types of imagined future users described by participants: community members with 
shared identities and experiences; power brokers, or those who have the power to make changes affecting 
the participants’ communities; and activists and historians of activism.

Imagined User Group #1: Community Members with Shared Identities and 
Experiences
Across both organizations, participants hoped that people from their community would listen to their 
stories and benefit from hearing an experience like theirs represented in the archives. The future user these 
participants imagined was someone like them.

For those who shared their stories with SAADA, this community often referred to those who shared the 
participants’ intersecting identities. One participant, an Afghan American woman who preferred to remain 
anonymous, explained:

I want . . . young Afghan girls in particular [to listen to my story] who kind of feel lost or kind of feel like 
they have been following in somebody else’s footsteps or have been required to do exactly as everyone 
in their family has. . . . Because my story is I didn’t end up marrying an Afghan guy, I didn’t end up fol-
lowing the traditional rules, I broke free from all of that . . . and that’s very unheard of within our cul-
ture, at least from the girls’ side. . . . So, I think it’s important . . . because before me, I didn’t hear of 
anyone who had done that, I didn’t know what to expect, I was scared . . . I wish I would have heard of 
another Afghan girl who had broken free from the stigma. (interview with author, April 27, 2022)

In describing who they would like the future user of their archived story to be, this participant reflected on 
how they believe hearing the stories of those with a shared cultural background can help to “break free from 
stigma.” They attributed their own past feelings of fear and insecurity to themself not being able to access 
stories they could relate to when they were growing up.

Many of the participants discussed how they hoped their stories would help those with shared identities 
feel less isolated. For example, Kamala Kiem, who shared her story with SAADA Fellow Michael A. Henry for 
his project on the experiences of Indo-Jamaicans, said that she was happy that her story would be accessible 
on SAADA’s website:

I think it’s awesome to be able to capture my story and have it sort of live on however long this contin-
ues. . . . I do hope that it does help people like, you know, I can imagine someone who’s listening to this 
who might be queer or Indian feeling like they’re not alone. So, I hope that it does pay that forward. 
(interview with author, May 31, 2022)

In talking about “paying it forward,” Kiem stated her aspiration for her story to be used by future generations 
of queer Indian people to help them feel less alone.

Participants who shared their story with TAVP similarly imagined a future user from within their commu-
nity. For the most part, this community centered around a shared experience with the criminal punishment 
system. Rabia Qutab, who shared her story with VAV Fellow Alexa Garza, hoped that other formerly incarcer-
ated Pakistani women would listen to her story:

I speak upon my culture but that’s one thing that I am a little saddened about, that oftentimes we’re in 
these spaces, and you don’t see those voices. . . . If there are any Pakistani women formerly incarcerated 
and they will listen to my story, that would be amazing because I miss having that kind of connection 
with somebody or understanding because . . . it’s a taboo, right, talking about those things in our cul-
ture. And that’s also another stigma that needs to be changed and yeah, so I hope it makes a difference. 
(interview with author, April 20, 2022)
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For Qutab, the ideal imagined future user shares both her identity as a Pakistani woman and her experience 
of being formerly incarcerated. Like the Afghan American woman who shared her story with SAADA, Qutab 
spoke about the potential power of her story to overcome cultural stigmas, in this case the stigma around 
incarceration. Qutab hopes that her story will provide an opportunity for connection with others who 
share these identities and experiences and will, therefore, benefit not only others but herself. For Qutab, 
sharing her story is one step toward engendering community between herself and others like her who might 
currently feel isolated due to their interlocking cultural and incarceration experiences. 

Others who shared their stories with TAVP talked about their aspiration that their stories will help 
others feel understood. Katelyn Smith, who shared her story with VAV Fellow Lovinah Igbani-Perkins, 
explained:

I just feel like there’s somebody out there that needs to [hear my story]. And I don’t know them . . . 
I don’t know who they are. But I know that there’s somebody out there that is going to need it and 
that alone makes me extremely grateful because I feel like somebody was in the same boat that I 
was in and they were scared to tell their story, and they were scared to talk about their story, but 
will now know that somebody else understands what they’re going through. And sometimes that 
feeling is more powerful than anything else, is just knowing that you’re not alone in something. 
And so, I hope for that one person out there, that they’re the ones that hear it. (interview with 
author, May 6, 2022)

Smith emphasized that even if her story reaches just one person with a shared experience, that will be 
enough. She talked about how this person might be someone who is scared to tell their story because they 
feel like no one else understands their struggle. In this way, Smith linked the imagined listener’s experience 
of hearing her story to the ability to endure their own struggle, and perhaps even go on to share their own 
story. 

Many of the TAVP participants spoke about the challenges they have faced surrounding their incarcera-
tion and re-entry and hoped that by sharing how they have dealt with these challenges, they might provide 
a model for other formerly incarcerated people or those with loved ones who are in prison. Qutab talked 
about how her story may offer hope for this community:

I do hope that it [my story] makes somebody realize that they’re beautiful, they’re empowering, they’re 
powerful. Even if they’re out one month from incarceration, two months, you can do this. Because I’ve 
only been out since 2020 and it’s been a year and let’s say six months already and . . . so many things 
have happened in my life. So, look at it as a blessing to a second chance and look at it as a freedom, and 
you know, you’re free to do whatever you want. (interview with author, May 20, 2022)

By telling her story of post-incarceration success, Qutab hopes to serve as a model for those who are feeling 
discouraged and disempowered upon re-entry from prison. Shuntay Weston, who also shared her story with 
Alexa Garza, said that she hoped her story gave formerly incarcerated women hope: “I truly believe your 
struggle is not for you, it’s for somebody else. When people see that you’ve gone through what they’re going 
through right now, then it gives them hope” (interview with author, May 24, 2024). By sharing her story, 
Weston is able to transform her struggles into a source of hope for others.

Many of the TAVP participants spoke about the fear of sharing their stories of incarceration. As Smith said, 
many are “scared to tell their story.” Kirsten Ricketts, who spoke with Murphy Anne Carter as part of TAVP’s 
Sheltering Justice program, talked about the power of her story fighting her husband’s medical neglect 
while incarcerated:

That’s why I agreed to do the video in the first place is because we so desperately need changes within 
our criminal justice system for those who are currently incarcerated, especially in the state of Texas, this 
is a horrible place to be incarcerated. And so, I just wanted to be as open, honest, and transparent as I 
could to make sure that you know, people might be drawn to stand up and do something for their loved 
ones as well. (interview with author, June 15, 2022)

Ricketts hopes that by sharing her story she might encourage others in a similar position to come forward. 
In speaking out against the atrocities occurring in Texas prisons, Ricketts is providing a model of strength 
for others to follow. In this way, sharing her story is an advocacy tool that encourages other family members 
of incarcerated people to speak out against the conditions their loved ones face inside.
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Imagined User Group # 2: Power Brokers (TAVP)
Many of those who shared their stories with TAVP talked about the potential advocacy impact of sharing 
their stories. While they imagined the affective impact of their stories for users who had experienced 
incarceration, they also imagined another group of users who were outside of this community—those who 
have the power to make changes within the carceral system. Kirsten Ricketts explained the impact stories 
like hers might have on those in positions of power:

I think, for me, it would be really nice if some of our representatives and state senators would take a 
closer look at what’s motivating people like us to go into advocacy. And so, with these video archives 
what it does is it gives the background picture that they don’t have. You know, this is why we’re doing 
what we’re doing, not because we’re some free lunatics running around, “criminal justice reform, some-
body’s got to fix it,” you know, no. There are real, serious issues that affect us personally and that have 
made us get up and be the voice for people who can’t speak for themselves. . . . And so for me, I would 
love for them to go back and take a look at those videos, at why we’re doing what we’re doing, and then 
they know our heart’s behind this. (interview with author, June 15, 2022)

As an experienced advocate for criminal justice reform, Ricketts alludes to the obstacles that people like her 
face in speaking with politicians. She believes that stories like hers can help bridge the gap by providing 
those in power with an understanding of what motivates advocates and activists. Lauren Byrd-Moreno, an 
activist whose boyfriend is formerly incarcerated, also shared her story with Carter. Byrd-Moreno spoke 
about the impact of storytelling:

I believe that . . . when you’re out there trying to change policy, you’re also changing hearts and minds. 
And so, in order to begin to change those hearts and minds what better way to frame it than your own 
personal experience? We can give them data, I can tell people, and it’s true that rehabilitation or advo-
cacy and criminal justice reform make safer communities, but until I give them something personal to 
hold on to and to connect to, numbers are numbers, and numbers aren’t sexy and numbers don’t invoke 
emotion, but stories do. (focus group with author, June 15, 2022)

Speaking from her own experience, Byrd-Moreno believes in the power of storytelling as a tool for advocacy. 
As an activist, Byrd-Moreno was motivated to share her story with TAVP because she believes that it will move 
policymakers in a way that other forms of information cannot. In imagining the impact of their stories on 
politicians and policymakers, these participants envision a future user that sits outside of their community 
but has the power to materially improve the lives of people within their community of incarcerated and 
formerly incarcerated individuals.

Those who shared their stories with TAVP also talked about the way that their stories offer a counter to 
public perceptions of formerly incarcerated people. Amite Dominick, an advocate whose husband is incar-
cerated and who shared her story with Carter, said, “Nobody believes the inmates, right, they’re just all liars 
anyways according to the public. So, getting these stories out and letting people know exactly, making it real 
to people, you know. I think it’s extremely important” (interview with author, June 22, 2022). Dominick feels 
that if users who have not experienced incarceration listen to their stories, it will help build empathy.

Other participants talked about the inaccurate portrayals of the prison experience on television shows like 
Orange Is the New Black, which paints an overly rosy picture of life inside (Mandi Zapata, interview with author, 
April 22, 2022). As Kristin Parker said, “It was very refreshing to be able to . . . have my answers recorded and . 
. . just letting people really know what happens because it’s not like you sit there, you don’t eat bonbons . . . 
it’s not a fun environment to be in” (interview with author, April 19, 2022). Parker is “refreshed” by imagining 
a user who has a skewed perception of life in prison hearing her story and gaining an understanding of the 
reality of the experience. Weston also feels that stories are important to changing public perception:

So that’s the impact that I want to make, if this interview . . . helps somebody that’s incarcerated who 
needs hope . . . know that people like me are out here saying, “Hey, it’s not all gravy in there. This is what 
we need to do to help these people, or my people, my sisters in white.” Then my duty is done. (interview 
with author, May 24, 2024)

Weston feels that sharing the reality of incarceration, a reality that reveals “it’s not all gravy” in prison, helps 
those inside feel that their voices are being heard. She sees this as her duty to her “sisters in white,” those 
who are still incarcerated and required to wear the Texas Department of Criminal Justice’s white prison 



page 12 of 18� Robinson-Sweet and Caswell: Paying It Forward

uniform.
The TAVP participants explained that changing public perception is important not only because it helps 

advance advocacy efforts to improve conditions for current and formerly incarcerated people but also 
because it could help people get free. Many spoke about their experiences appearing before parole boards 
that are predisposed against prisoners’ petitions for freedom. Parker talked about how the parole board 
rarely hears success stories of formerly incarcerated people and instead bases their judgements on dehu-
manizing prison identification photographs and prison records, which fail to tell the whole story (interview 
with author, April 19, 2022). James Figueroa, who shared his story with Igbani-Perkins, expressed a similar 
sentiment in response to our question about who he would like to listen to his story:

Number one, I would love for doctors . . . psychiatrists, judges, DAs [to listen to my story]. All the 
ones that are in the judicial system, because I always hear, you know, somebody’s out on bond, and 
they just murdered somebody else. I was let out on bond and it changed my life forever and I feel 
like our stories are overshadowed by the bad ones. So, I just want them to hear like, we didn’t ask 
for this. It just happened. And now we’re trying to do something about it. (interview with author, 
April 22, 2022)

James would like those in positions of power within the criminal punishment system to listen to his story as 
a counterweight to those that saturate the media about people released from prison who commit violence. 
He feels that his successes in overcoming incarceration are “overshadowed” by these negative stories. 

In these interviews, participants from TAVP described how they imagine future users from outside their 
community being impacted by listening to their stories. Yet, while their contributions were partially moti-
vated by these potential users, it is important to note that these outsiders are only significant to participants 
insofar as they can effect change for those who are inside the community of people impacted by the carceral 
system.

Imagined User Group #3: Activists and Historians of Activism (SAADA)
Some participants who shared their story with SAADA imagine a group of future users who will carry on 
their organizing and activism. In some cases, they envision users outside of the community who will write 
the history of the participants’ own activism. As with TAVP participants, this outsider use is imagined only 
to the extent it is seen as benefiting those within the participants’ own community of South Asian activists. 
Radhika Balakrishnan, who shared her story of being a South Asian HIV/AIDS activist with SAADA Fellow 
Nikhil Patel, discussed the potential future user of her story:

You know who else needs to know this history? [It] is the people who are writing about activism on HIV/
AIDS. I just read Sarah Schulman’s book, which is the history of ACT UP. She knows none of what hap-
pened here. It’s like the story she kind of tells is a very white, gay male, maybe some lesbian, but the 
kind of stuff that we all did, it’s not in that archive, it’s not part of that story of HIV activism in the 1990s. 
And we participated in the marches to get medicine. And we were part of that, part of ACT UP, but this 
part is never told. (interview with author, June 21, 2022)

Balakrishnan sees the contributions of South Asian activists being left out of the histories written about 
HIV/AIDS activist groups like ACT UP. By telling her story and having it preserved in SAADA’s archive, 
Balakrishnan hopes that future scholars will access it and recognize the contributions of South Asians in 
this social movement.

Similarly, Yalini Dream, a Tamil feminist activist, discussed how future users of their story might use it to 
understand the development of the social movements they are a part of. Dream, who shared their story with 
SAADA Fellow Kartik Amarnath, explained:

I think similarly with Ilankai Tamil feminism, with some of these different intersecting conversations, 
with having a vision of liberation beyond ethnonationalism, I think right now that’s still confusing to 
folks because it’s not something that many people have been introduced to and also don’t know how to 
orient within the dominant left ecosystem . . . because I think the American Left hasn’t really engaged 
with ethnonationalism. But the Global South has, and . . . Africa and South Asia have. So, my hope and 
ideal is that in twenty, thirty, forty, fifty, sixty, a hundred years . . . that engagement with these conversa-
tions will have grown and there will be greater interest in how these ideas percolated during a time 
when they were very unpopular. (interview with author, May 16, 2022)
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For Dream, their story documents Tamil feminism at a time when consciousness of this movement is not 
widely recognized or understood by other people in the political left. They imagine a future user listening to 
their story at a time when the kind of organizing they are doing now has gained more visibility. In this future 
moment, someone might be able to use Dream’s story to understand the history of this social movement.

While both Balakrishnan and Dream imagine a user that might be an outsider to their community listen-
ing to their story, they ultimately hope that the broader historical understanding of their activism benefits 
their own community of South Asian activists. Dream explained:

This interview could be mentorship access for younger generations so they don’t have to feel like they’re 
creating the wheel from scratch, that they can actually take things from where we’ve got them to, at 
least to a certain place. And then dissect it, critique it, challenge it, evolve it and be able—just so we’re 
not like getting stuck in the same place over and over again because of lack of access to information and 
ideas that have already been . . . fought hard to already be part of the public discourse. (interview with 
author, May 16, 2022)

Ultimately Dream hopes that whether the future user is a Tamil feminist or not, their story helps future 
generations of this community build on the work that Dream and their contemporaries have already done.

For these people who shared their story with SAADA, they imagine the possibility of a user who is not 
from their own community, but, as with the TAVP participants, their consideration of this future user is 
couched within their commitment to their own community. As Balakrishnan, Dream, and others articulate, 
the use of their stories by others is important only insofar as it will benefit or harm their community. 

Discussion
These findings demonstrate that those who shared their story with TAVP and SAADA did so with their 
communities in mind, with the aspiration that the presence of their story in the archives would have a 
positive impact on others with shared identities or experiences. Participants from both TAVP and SAADA 
described this in terms of a responsibility to their communities: Shuntay Weston talked about her “duty” 
to other incarcerated women, and Kamala Kiem said she felt that by sharing her story she was “paying 
it forward” to future generations of queer South Asian Americans. Imagining the future users of their 
archived stories, many participants discussed the lack of representation they had encountered in archives 
and the media, placing themselves in the position of the user. As James Figueroa said, “I feel like our 
stories are overshadowed by the bad ones” (interview with author, April 22, 2022). In contrast to their own 
experiences of symbolic annihilation, participants hoped future users of their recorded stories would find 
representation, inspiration, and hope. By finding that there exists a strong affective link between creator and 
user, this research broadens our understanding of radical empathy. While Cifor and Caswell (2016) explain 
radical empathy in archives as radiating outward from the archivist, our findings reveal that creators’ radical 
empathy toward the user was a driving force for record creation. 

Elucidating the relationship of care between archival record creator and future user, our findings further 
invalidate impartiality as a core characteristic of archival nature by demonstrating the significant role that 
imagined future use plays in record creation. Records creators think and care about future users, and they 
create archival records with specific envisioned uses. This is obvious in quotes from participants like Lauren 
Byrd-Moreno and Yalini Dream, who discussed the use of their stories for advocacy and activism. As Byrd-
Moreno explained, she shared her story with TAVP so that it could be used as an advocacy tool for influenc-
ing policymakers on issues of criminal justice reform. And not only did participants create records with a 
future use and user in mind, what Trace would call the record’s purpose, but they often did so against the 
odds of present-day routines that operate against those from marginalized communities archiving their 
experiences.

The ways participants described the future users and uses of their stories call for a conception of archival 
nature that accounts for record creation that is done outside of, and indeed in opposition to, routine transac-
tion, as a means of allowing for a future use and user that might otherwise not be possible. For an alternative 
we look to the literature on activist archives, which collapses the neat temporal distinction between record 
creation and use. For example, Carter’s (2017, 36) description of the “future-past” of the activist archive reso-
nates with Dream’s explanation of how future generations of activists might use their story to build upon the 
work of the past. And Byrd-Moreno’s aspiration that her story be used for legislative advocacy exemplifies 
what Caswell defines as archival urgency. Indeed, most if not all of the participants quoted in our findings 
hoped the use of their story would benefit their communities in the present rather than in some far-off dis-
tant future. This envisioned use is reminiscent of how volunteers at Interference Archive describe the archive 
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as a “prefigurative space,” or a means of enacting the future space they want to experience in the present 
(Sellie et al. 2015, 468). At Interference Archive, this approach means dispensing with oppressive archiving 
practices, implementing non-hierarchical organizational structures, and exercising transparency in funding 
decisions. In our findings, participants describe creating records for a future in which South Asian American 
youth have access to stories like theirs, historians account for the significant contributions of South Asian 
American activists, incarcerated people are represented rather than annihilated in media reports, and policy-
makers, judges, and parole boards consider the humanity of people who are impacted by the criminal pun-
ishment system. For many participants, creating a record of their story is a means of bringing these aspirations 
to fruition or “paying it forward,” as Kamala Kiem put it. In sharp contrast to exercising neutrality about the 
future use of their record, participants in our research practice what we term prefigurative record creation.

Prefigurative record creation is the act of making an archival record as a means of enacting the future that 
creators envision for their communities. In short, it is the implementation of a prefigurative politics through 
record creation. As a concept within social movement studies, prefigurative politics is described as “the 
deliberate experimental implementation of desired future social relations and practices in the here-and-
now” (Raekstad and Gradin 2020, 10). Rather than waiting for a future in which desired conditions exist, 
prefigurative politics puts these conditions into place in the present as a means of working toward that 
future. In our research, participants described how their own experiences of symbolic annihilation moti-
vated them to share their story so that others would not have the same experience. Instead of waiting for a 
future in which their communities were accurately represented by the media, scholars, and politicians, 
participants created a record of their story as a means of bringing this future into being in the present. In 
this way, prefigurative record creation is demonstrative of “reciprocal archival imaginaries” (Brilmyer et al. 
2019), or the ways that a community’s vision of itself are both shaped by and shape the archive. Participants 
in our research actively engaged this imaginary, contributing to archives as a means of activating the future 
vision they have for their communities. Coming from marginalized backgrounds, this participation consti-
tutes a political act; participants shared their stories in opposition to stigma, erasure, and dehumanization. 
This kind of record creation is anything but routine.

Our research finds that many community archives creators, particularly those from communities that 
have been under-represented or misrepresented in archives, are hardly neutral when it comes to future use 
of their record. While archival theory has moved away from impartiality as a foundational principle, it has 
yet to consider how creators’ intentions for future use can be accounted for in the lifecycle of the record. We 
argue that archivists must shift their approach to empathetically engage with creators and donors as invested 
parties in the future use of their records. In the context of prefigurative records creation archivists have a 
responsibility to help steward not only that record but the future use and user that creator envisioned. 
Questions to consider might include: How can description and arrangement help encourage access for 
imagined future users? Can digitization help satisfy the intentions of creators? Can accessibility be increased 
to ensure that those who should be able to use these records can? Community archives often take such 
questions into consideration, but so too should archives of all kinds. By centering creators’ imagined future 
use in all stages of archival work, archivists become prefigurative collaborators. 

Conclusion
The findings of our research demonstrate that records creators thoughtfully consider the future users and uses 
of their records, and that this consideration helps them overcome fears and uncertainties about sharing their 
stories. The participants in our research shared their aspirations for a future in which marginalized peers feel 
a sense of belonging, their communities have the support they need to heal from trauma, people in power 
listen to the voices of those most impacted by their actions, and activists continually build on the successes 
and failures of past generations. By sharing their stories, participants engage in prefigurative record creation, 
bringing their desired future into the present and creating the conditions for their aspirations to become 
realities. Prefigurative record creation is a political act, asserting the validity and importance of one’s own story 
in a society rife with symbolic annihilation and the bodily annihilation of state violence. Archivists should 
recognize this as a powerful type of record creation. While not all record creation is or will be prefigurative, 
embracing creators’ intentions opens fertile ground for researching the myriad ways that creators imagine 
their materials being used. And in instances of record creation that can be described as prefigurative, archivists’ 
engagement with the political vision of their donors will serve to strengthen the archive’s prefigurative power. 
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Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview Protocol

1.	 Please introduce yourself. How did you get involved in telling your story to TAVP/ SAADA? 
2.	 Have you listened to other stories in TAVP/SAADA? If so, whose stories did you listen to? How did these 

stories make you feel? 
3.	 Had you ever shared your story in a similar way before?
4.	 Can you tell us about the process of telling your story? 

•	 How did you meet your interviewer? 
•	 Were you given the questions in advance? 
•	 How was the consent process? 
•	 Did you tell your story over Zoom or in person? 
•	 How did you prepare yourself for telling your story?
•	 How long did it take you tell your story?

5.	 How did it feel to tell your story? What emotions did it bring out? How did you feel after the interview 
was done?

6.	 Did you feel supported in dealing with these emotions during and after the interview? What resources 
were offered to you to help you with these emotions?

7.	 What was the relationship like with your interviewer? Can you describe the rapport during the 
interview?

8.	 If your story was told via Zoom, what impact do you think that mode of interaction had? Do you think it 
mattered if your story was told via Zoom or in person? 

9.	 Was your story recorded? Is it included in archives? If so, who do you think might listen to your story in 
the future? Who would you want to listen to your story? Does it matter to you that your interview is 
accessible freely online? What might you want listeners to think or do after listening to your story? 

10.	 Did telling your story change in you in any way? If so, how? 
11.	 Why did you want to tell your story? What motivated you to participate? Did you have any reservations 

or concerns about telling your story?
12.	 What kinds of programs would you like TAVP/ SAADA to run to enable people to tell their stories online? 
13.	 Is there anything we haven’t asked you that you would like to share with us?
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