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Absence
The segment focused on absence was striking to me
as it not only related to our archive class, but to other
ones I’m currently taking, Latinos in New York and
Introduction to American Studies, both of which
focus on the histories of people that often go untold. I
went to a high school that had 3 years of U.S. history
and I still find myself having huge gaps in my
knowledge of history as they don’t pertain to White,
middle-class Americans.
When I saw this piece, I instantly thought
of Indigenous peoples and their complete
absence when discussing the history of
our nation. In many ways, they’re seen as
passive, as allowing history to happen to
them. They are described as simply
causalities of war and not really people,
an idea enforced by the lack of their
stories, tradition, and culture being taught
in schools, thereby enforcing the idea that
it’s not important. The destruction of
archives, as told in the essay, allows for
the construction of a new society. By
erasing the history of the indigenous
people, the European colonizers were able
to create a new society which promoted
ideals of freedom and equality, values
which they violated in order to create
their nation.
This inspired me to briefly research any
archives focused on indigenous people, of
which I found barely anything, as
represented by the pictures of the left.
This left me with the question, if we
recognize that omission and absence are
problems, how do we solve them if
they’re rooted in the history and problems
of generations ago?
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Representative
When I read the piece on “representative”, the first thing
that came to mind was our government, a body of rich
White men representing a country of which they do not
relate to the majority. Ideally, a group of people will be
able to pick their representative, but the truth is that there
is power involved in that decision and it is not always left
up to that group. They have no choice in who speaks for
them, which affects their position in society because they
are unable to dictate how they choose to be seen by
people. For example, in the pictures of the indigenous
peoples on the left, a photographer decided to depict what
he thought to be “authentic” pictures of indigenous people
in an attempt to represent them. Because the people
themselves did not control this, it was inaccurate and
ultimately did more harm than any good.
Additionally, there are questions of
specificity and who is even deserving of
representation. Continuing with the
subject of indigenous people, when they
are represented, it’s as an entire body,
ignoring the fact that there are hundreds
of different tribes with different customs
and therefore no one type of native
American. So when deciding on the idea
of representation for a group, how
specific or general should it be?
Regardless of the answer, the fact still
stands that there are people and
communities that still receive no
representation at all, be it in the media,
political, or archival.
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Witness
“Archives give nations meaning”.
A country is rooted in it’s history; Without
the story of its past, it ceases to exist. People
and society need to know from where they
once came in order to know the way forward.
The way we get our history is by those who
bear witness to events and recount them.
History is really nothing more than people
just telling their side of the story, which
means that it isn’t always reliable.
Which witness and whose story is worth
being retold?
In King Phillips’ War, fought between the
indigenous people and the colonizers,
there were witnesses on both sides, and
yet we only really hear from those on one
side. When we look at artifacts from those
times, we read settlers journals rather than
the written oral stories of the indigenous
people who witnessed the bloodshed the
Europeans brought.
For every event that has and will occur,
there will always be people present who
saw it happen and will tell their stories.
It’s our job to question who will we listen
to, how much weight do we give to
differing accounts? We must question
how we decide which stories are worth
telling, if someone witnesses what they
consider a significant event but we find it
unimportant, how do we grapple with
that?
The act of witnessing is not the most vital
aspect of this section, it is the act of
listening.

