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Abstract

This working paper examines how Lawrence Hill's The Book of Negroes, Edwidge Danticat's

"Children of the Sea," and Dionne Brand's A Map to the Door of No Return rework documentary

forms associated with Black mobility across the Atlantic. Reading the ledger, the letter, and the map

through New Historicism, archive theory, and Black Atlantic scholarship, it argues that each text

exposes the limits of official systems of documentation while producing a literary counter-archive. Hill

turns colonial registration into first-person testimony that exceeds bureaucratic classification;

Danticat uses undelivered correspondence to preserve voices shaped by dictatorship, forced

migration, and oceanic loss; Brand employs the failure of cartographic certainty to address diasporic

rupture and unbelonging. Drawing on Trouillot, Stoler, Gilroy, Sharpe, Hartman, and related

scholarship, the paper shows that these texts neither reject archives nor replace them. Instead, they

reveal what administrative records cannot hold: memory, voice, feeling, fractured belonging, and the

human experience behind historical fact. Literature thus functions as a counter-archival practice that

preserves what official documentation systematically loses.

Keywords Black Atlantic; counter-archive; Black mobility; archival theory; diaspora; New

Historicism
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Introduction: Mobility and Documentary Forms 
One question kept coming back to me while working on this paper: how do we actually 
know what happened to Black people who were forced to move across the Atlantic? We 
have historical records. We have archives. We have official documents. But who made 
those documents, and what did they choose to record , and maybe more importantly, 
what did they choose not to record? These questions are what this paper tries to work 
through. 

The African presence in North America cannot be separated from slavery, forced 
migration, and colonial violence. People were moved across the Atlantic against their 
will. Families were broken apart. People’s identities were erased and replaced with 
labels that were useful to those in power, not to the people themselves. Later, migrants 
from the Caribbean moved to the United States and Canada looking for better lives, but 
even that kind of movement was never really free. There were always systems deciding 
who could go, who could stay, who got counted, and who simply disappeared from the 
record. 

This paper looks at three texts: Lawrence Hill’s The Book of Negroes, Edwidge 
Danticat’s short story “Children of the Sea,” and Dionne Brand’s A Map to the Door of 
No Return. What makes these three interesting to read together is that each one is 
organized around a different kind of document. Hill’s novel is connected to a real 
colonial register. Danticat’s story is built from letters that never reach their destination. 
Brand’s book uses the idea of a map. These are not just symbols. They are forms that 
have real historical power , forms that were used to organize, classify, and sometimes 
erase Black lives. 

My argument is that all three writers take these documentary forms and use them in 
ways that work against their original purpose. Hill gives a voice to someone who 
appears in a colonial list as a few lines of description. Danticat turns letters that fail to 
arrive into a record of fear and loss. Brand uses the concept of a map to ask questions 
that no real map can answer. Together, these texts suggest that literature can do 
something official documents rarely do: hold onto the human experience behind the 



historical fact. I am calling this a counter-archive, meaning a way of working with official 
records that shows what those records could not or did not want to preserve. 

The reason this matters is that slavery and colonialism were not only physical systems 
of violence. They also depended on paperwork , registers, ship logs, property records, 
racial categories, route maps. These documents did not just describe what was 
happening; they helped make it happen by turning people into categories that could be 
managed, bought, sold, or ignored. Understanding the African presence in North 
America therefore means understanding the documents that shaped it, but also 
understanding what those documents left out. 

A note on why I chose these three texts specifically. Other writers could have fit the 
argument , there is a wide range of literature dealing with Black Atlantic history and 
diaspora. But these three each center their narrative around a different kind of 
document, and that structural feature is what makes them so useful for the argument I 
want to make. Each text is already, in some sense, a reflection on a specific type of 
record and what that record can and cannot do. That self-awareness about 
documentation is what connects them, more than any shared nationality or genre. 

 

New Historicism, Archive Theory, and the Black 
Atlantic 
The main approach I use in this paper is New Historicism. The basic idea is that literary 
texts cannot be fully understood if we read them in isolation from the historical 
conditions that produced them. Both literature and history are shaped by the same 
institutions and power structures, and reading them together shows things that reading 
either one alone would miss. For a paper about Black mobility and the documents that 
recorded it, this approach fits well. All three of the primary texts I discuss are directly 
connected to historical and documentary systems, and those systems need to be taken 
seriously. 

Stephen Greenblatt describes what he calls the circulation of social energy between 
literary and non-literary texts, the idea that literature and official documents are both 
part of the same cultural moment. The colonial register that gives Hill’s novel its title was 
a real governance tool. The letters in Danticat’s story are shaped by the real political 
conditions of Haiti under dictatorship. Brand’s map refers to an actual geography of 
slavery and diaspora. New Historicism keeps this connection visible rather than treating 
historical context as optional background. 

For the specific question of archives, the most important text for this paper is 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s Silencing the Past. Trouillot argues that silences in the historical 
record are not accidents or simple gaps (Trouillot 26). They are produced, actively and 
at every stage of the historical process: when sources are created, when archives are 
put together, when stories are told, and when those stories are later interpreted. This 
means the absence of certain voices from the archive reflects choices made by 



institutions about whose experiences matter and whose do not. All three texts I discuss 
in this paper deal with this problem, though in different ways. 

Ann Laura Stoler’s work adds something useful to this. In Along the Archival Grain, she 
argues that colonial archives were not just storing information, they were producing a 
certain kind of reality (Stoler 44). They classified people, controlled movement, and 
decided on what terms a person could even be seen by the state. This point is 
especially relevant for Hill’s novel, where the document is not just historical context but 
part of the system the novel pushes back against. 

Paul Gilroy’s concept of the Black Atlantic is also central here. His argument is that 
Black identity and culture cannot be understood through any single national framework, 
the Atlantic world as a whole, with its history of forced movement and ongoing violence, 
is the space where modern Black life took shape. This matters for this paper because 
Hill, Danticat, and Brand all cross national borders. None of their texts can be reduced 
to one country’s story. Gilroy’s framework makes it possible to read all three together 
without forcing them into separate national boxes. 

Christina Sharpe’s idea of “the wake” is something I found useful, especially when 
reading Danticat and Brand (Sharpe 14). Sharpe uses the word “wake” in several ways 
at once: the trail a ship leaves in water, the mourning practice for the dead, and the 
ongoing effects of slavery in Black life today. Her argument is that the structures of the 
slave trade did not simply end when slavery was abolished. They continue to shape 
how Black life is valued and how Black movement is understood. The ocean in both 
Danticat and Brand carries this kind of historical weight, it is not just a physical space 
but a site loaded with history. 

The term counter-archive ties all of this together. I use it to describe a literary practice 
that engages with official records not just to add more information to them, but to show 
what they structurally cannot hold: personal voice, feeling, memory, the before and after 
of any single documented moment. A counter-archive does not replace the official 
archive. It reads against it, using the archive’s own logic to show its limits. This is what 
Hill, Danticat, and Brand are all doing, each in a different way. 

I should say that I am using the term somewhat loosely. “Counter-archive” appears in 
different forms in the scholarship on Black Atlantic literature, and different critics mean 
different things by it. I am not trying to settle that debate here. What I mean by the term, 
for the purposes of this paper, is specifically the literary practice of using an official 
documentary form, register, letter, map, as the structural backbone of the writing, and 
then doing something with it that the original form cannot do. The “counter” is not just 
opposition. It is a different use of the same materials. 

 



Ledger: Hill and Colonial Registration 
Lawrence Hill chose a provocative title for his novel. The Book of Negroes is the name 
of a real British document from 1783, made at the end of the American Revolutionary 
War. It listed Black Loyalists , people who had supported the British and were being 
transported to Nova Scotia as part of a post-war settlement. In some ways, the 
document is unusual: it recorded Black people by name at a time when most official 
records treated Black individuals as property rather than as people with any legal status. 
But looking at the document closely shows what kind of record it actually is. Each entry 
contains an age, a gender, a physical description, the name of a former enslaver, and a 
legal status. The document preserves names, but it does so through a logic that serves 
the administration’s needs, not the needs of the people being recorded. 

A name in a column carries nothing of the weight of the life that produced it. That is the 
gap the novel fills. 

What Hill does in the novel is take this cold official form and break it open. He does this 
by creating Aminata Diallo, whose first-person voice stretches across the whole novel 
and fills in everything the ledger left out. Aminata is not a name in a column. She has a 
childhood, a mother tongue, a community she was taken from, decades of accumulated 
loss, a sharp intelligence, and an insistence on her own identity that no official 
document could contain. The space between what the register holds about someone 
like Aminata and what the novel holds is enormous , and that gap is the novel’s central 
argument. 

Naming is one place where this tension is most visible. Colonial systems exercise 
power partly through naming and classification. In a ledger, a person only becomes 
visible to the state through categories the state has already decided are relevant: race, 
age, physical appearance, ownership history. Hill shows that this kind of naming is a 
form of control. But he also shows that naming can work the other way. Aminata’s habit 
of remembering and repeating the names of people she has known throughout her life 
is one of the most quietly powerful things she does. She refuses to let people collapse 
into anonymous categories. As she insists on her own identity throughout her journey, "I 
am Aminata Diallo, daughter of Mamadu Diallo and Sira Kulibali, born in the village of 
Bayo" (Hill 18). This is not sentiment. It is a specific refusal of the kind of erasure the 
official record performs. 

Her ability to read and write makes this argument sharper. The colonial archive speaks 
about Black people from outside , through the voices of officials, administrators, 
slaveholders, and soldiers who held authority. Because Aminata is literate, she can 
enter this system differently. She is not only written about; she also writes. This shift 
matters. Her literacy does not free her , the novel is careful not to suggest that , but it 
gives her a different relationship to the systems that try to define her. 

There is something uncomfortable about the fact that Aminata’s literacy is, in the novel, 
partly a product of the colonial encounter itself. She learns to read and write through 
contact with people who are, in other ways, part of the systems that oppress her. Hill 



does not resolve this tension neatly. Literacy is genuinely useful to Aminata; it gives her 
access and agency she would not otherwise have. But it also places her inside a 
particular tradition of knowledge and record-keeping that was designed by and for the 
colonial administration. The novel is honest about both sides of this. It does not let 
literacy become a simple symbol of freedom, but it also does not diminish the real 
difference it makes to Aminata’s life and to the kind of witness she can bear. 

The historical document also contains an ambiguity that the novel does not try to 
resolve. The Book of Negroes was produced because it made Black movement 
manageable , it decided who could leave, under what legal status, on what 
administrative basis. The same piece of paper that seems to represent freedom for the 
people listed in it also brought them into a bureaucratic process they did not design and 
that served British colonial interests rather than their own. Hill does not let the reader 
forget this. The freedom recorded in the document is conditional and fragile. It depends 
entirely on institutional decisions that could have been revised or cancelled. 

The Canadian setting adds to this. Canada often appears in popular accounts of 
American slavery as a place of safety and moral clarity, especially through the history of 
the Underground Railroad. Hill questions this. Nova Scotia in the novel is not a 
promised land. It is poverty, broken promises, and persistent racism. Moving to Canada 
changes the geography but not the underlying instability of Black freedom in a world still 
organized by race. This is an important move in the novel , it refuses the comfortable 
story that arrival in Canada means escape. 

On the Middle Passage: official records from the slave trade can give numbers, routes, 
mortality statistics. What they cannot give is what it was actually like on those ships. 
What was destroyed in the crossing. What kinds of kinship and self-understanding were 
broken. Hill uses Aminata’s memory to work inside that space. The crossing in the novel 
is not transport , it is rupture. As Aminata recounts the violent threshold of this journey, 
"We were kept in underground dungeons...until they opened a door and led us out and I 
could see the ocean for the first time, and the door was the last of Africa and the ocean 
was the beginning of everything else" (Hill 68). And the novel insists that any honest 
account of Black Atlantic mobility has to start there, not with the ledger at the other end. 

One thing worth noting about form: Hill keeps the racializing violence in the title. “The 
Book of Negroes” collapses thousands of different people into one administrative 
category, and the novel makes the reader sit with that. The violence of the historical 
language stays present throughout the reading, rather than being softened by the 
novel’s recovery of human complexity. That feels like a deliberate choice , a refusal to 
let the past feel settled. 

Memory is ultimately what separates the novel from the archive. The ledger records a 
person at one moment and freezes them there. Memory, as Hill presents it through 
Aminata, opens time in both directions , connecting the moment of registration to 
everything before and after. Aminata’s memory is not complete or perfect. But it carries 
voice, feeling, and the refusal to be reduced to a category, which is exactly what official 
documentation cannot do. 



Something else worth mentioning is how Hill handles the timeline of the novel. 
Aminata’s story does not move in a straight line from Africa to America to Canada and 
then to Britain. It doubles back, returns to earlier moments, holds onto certain memories 
longer than others. This feels right for a counter-archival project. An official register 
moves in one direction , it records a status at a fixed moment in time and does not look 
back. Memory does not work that way. It keeps returning to the same places, finding 
new meanings in them, refusing to let them settle into a single interpretation. The 
novel’s structure mirrors this, and I think that is not accidental. 

There is also a smaller detail in the novel that stayed with me. Aminata spends time in 
different communities , enslaved, free, somewhere in between , and in each of these 
she finds ways to record and to be recorded differently. The official document is only 
one moment in a much longer history of how her life is described and by whom. Hill 
seems interested in showing that there is no single way of recording a life, even one 
that ends up in a colonial register. The counter-archive is not a single alternative record 
, it is the accumulation of all the other kinds of knowing that official documentation 
cannot absorb. 

 

Letter: Danticat, Failed Transmission, and 
Oceanic Loss 
If Hill works through an official document, Danticat works through something almost 
completely opposite: the private letter. “Children of the Sea” is structured as alternating 
writing between two unnamed lovers. One has left Haiti on a boat, running from political 
persecution. The other remains behind under the same dictatorship. The letter form 
comes with built-in assumptions. It assumes an addressee. It assumes delivery is 
possible. It assumes someone will eventually read what has been written. Everything 
about a letter is oriented toward arrival. 

Danticat takes all of this and empties it of any guarantee. The letters in the story do not 
properly reach each other. The two writers address each other with urgency and real 
feeling, but their words do not connect in the way letters are supposed to. Janet Gurkin 
Altman, in her work on epistolary form, identifies delay, address, and the expectation of 
response as the basic elements of the genre. Danticat keeps these elements while 
removing any certainty that they will function. Delay extends with no clear endpoint. The 
expectation of reply hollows out over time. What is left is the act of writing itself , writing 
that continues even when arrival has become uncertain or impossible. As the narrator 
on the boat writes, "I know that my memory of you will live even there as I too become a 
child of the sea" (Danticat 28). She makes the persistence of writing under those 
conditions into a kind of testimony. The act of addressing someone becomes 
meaningful even without any guarantee of being received. 

The political situation in the story is not background , it is structural. The narrative takes 
place under Haitian dictatorship. People disappear. Speaking freely is dangerous. 



Private life and political danger have merged into one thing. The young man on the boat 
is not leaving for better opportunities , he is leaving because staying would probably kill 
him. The young woman who stays is living inside exactly the danger that drove him 
away. The story is very clear that under conditions of state violence, there is no 
separate private space. 

There is also a formal element worth noting. Because the two voices appear side by 
side on the page , even though the characters cannot hear each other , the reader 
receives both sides of a correspondence that is, within the story, incomplete. This puts 
the reader in an unusual position. We know things each character does not know about 
the other’s situation. Danticat uses this to build up a kind of dramatic irony that is not 
playful at all. Knowing both voices makes the failure of communication more painful, not 
less , because we can see exactly what is not getting through. 

The sea in the story does more than serve as a physical setting. On one level, it is 
simply the dangerous crossing: an overcrowded boat, bad weather, an uncertain 
destination. But Danticat does not let the ocean stay only a physical fact. She is writing 
about Haitian refugees in the late twentieth century, not about the slave trade, and I 
think she does not want to collapse those two different histories into one , that would 
flatten real distinctions. What the story suggests, more carefully, is that there is a longer 
pattern: Black movement across Atlantic water under conditions of danger and 
institutional indifference to Black life. This pattern did not end at any particular point in 
history. Sharpe’s idea of the wake is useful here , the sea is a space where older 
Atlantic histories continue to press on the present. The boat in the story moves through 
water that carries historical weight, whether the characters know it or not. 

The counter-archival function of the letters is limited, and the story does not pretend 
otherwise. The letters do not enter any official record. They do not save the lovers or 
change the material situation either of them faces. They fail as communication in the 
most basic sense. What they do is remain as a record of speaking , a record of two 
people addressing each other across a world organized to stop them from being heard. 
The reader becomes the only one who receives both voices, which creates something 
like an ethical position. The text places us as witnesses to a correspondence that 
history cannot protect. Literature becomes a space where an interrupted relationship 
can still be preserved, even when it cannot be repaired. 

There is no happy ending. No safely delivered letter. No confirmed survival. The story 
holds this refusal to the very end. It is not despair , it is an argument. A letter needs 
more than words to travel. It needs safe routes, a political situation that allows passage, 
an addressee who is alive and reachable. Danticat shows that these conditions are not 
natural or universal. They are political, and they are distributed very unevenly across 
lines of race, nationality, and geography. 

The silence in the story is not a failure of expression. Both characters write constantly, 
address each other, imagine the other’s situation. The silence is produced by the failure 
of the conditions that allow expression to complete its journey. Dictatorship, the sea, 
political violence, forced migration , together they create the conditions in which speech 



cannot arrive. The reader feels this not as an abstract idea but as a real loss, which is 
the story’s formal achievement. 

There is something else worth noting about the language in the story. Both characters 
write in plain, direct sentences. There is no elaborate style. They describe specific 
things , the heat on the boat, what food is available, who has been arrested, who is sick. 
This plainness is important. Official records also use plain language, but administrative 
plainness strips away personal detail and reduces people to categories. The plainness 
of the letters in the story works in the opposite direction. It insists on the specific. 
Statements like, "we have not eaten in two days" (Danticat 14) are plain and also 
completely tied to this person, on this boat, at this moment. It refuses the kind of 
abstraction that official records depend on. 

This also explains why the story’s failure of communication is so specifically painful. It is 
not that the characters cannot express themselves , they express themselves very well. 
What fails is the physical and political infrastructure that would allow expression to 
travel. The sea, the dictatorship, the border , these interrupt communication. The letters 
themselves do exactly what letters are supposed to do. The failure is not in the writing. 
It is in the world around the writing. Danticat is careful to make this distinction, and it 
matters because it shifts responsibility away from the individuals involved and onto the 
structures that surround them. 

 

Map: Brand, Unbelonging, and Neo-Archival 
Memory 
Dionne Brand’s A Map to the Door of No Return is the hardest of the three texts to 
summarize. The text is non-linear and made up of fragments. It does not have a plot in 
the usual sense. It moves between personal memory, family history, historical reflection, 
and political thinking without pulling all of these into a single clear account. I found this 
genuinely difficult when I first read it, and I do not think I fully understood what the text 
was doing until I had spent some time with it. That difficulty, I eventually realized, is not 
a weakness of the writing. It is the writing doing its work. 

The title puts the central problem right at the beginning. A map is normally a tool of 
certainty , it tells you where you are, where you came from, how places relate to each 
other. The Door of No Return is the place through which enslaved Africans were taken 
into the Atlantic slave trade. That passage was, by design, one way. It was not meant to 
be reversed. So what does a map to that door actually mean? You cannot map your 
way back through a door that destroyed the conditions of return. This irreversible 
threshold is vividly captured when she visits a slave fort: "I stood at the door... the 
Atlantic was full of bodies and the bodies were my inheritance" (Brand 64). That tension 
is what the whole book lives inside. 



Brand’s answer is not to try to make a better map. The text refuses the idea that a 
complete account of Black diasporic origins is possible. Instead, it uses the failure of 
maps to think about what it means to live after a historical break that cannot be undone. 
J. B. Harley’s work on cartography is useful here. Harley argues that maps are not 
neutral pictures of the world , they are shaped by the institutions and interests that 
produce them (Harley 2). They organize space to serve those interests, often while 
appearing to simply describe what is there. If maps are already instruments of power, 
then looking for a definitive map of Black Atlantic origins would just repeat the same 
desire for control that produced the violence in the first place. Brand seems to 
understand this, though she does not cite Harley directly. The book works through this 
idea on its own terms. 

Saidiya Hartman’s thinking about the archive of slavery is also relevant here. Hartman 
argues that the archive of slavery is not a full record waiting to be properly read , it is a 
damaged record shaped by the violence of the system it documents (Hartman 11). 
Enslaved people often only appear in it through documents made by the people who 
enslaved them. Full recovery is not possible from within this archive because the 
archive was never built to make recovery possible. Brand responds to this honestly. 
Rather than pretending to reconstruct what cannot be reconstructed, she works with 
fragments and partial memories and accepts that some things are simply not available 
anymore. I think this is more intellectually honest than trying to fill the gaps with things 
we cannot actually know. 

Katherine McKittrick’s work on Black geographies is relevant too, though I found it less 
directly applicable to Brand than Hartman. McKittrick argues that Black spatial 
experience has been made invisible by the ways dominant culture organizes and 
represents space (McKittrick 10). This does connect to Brand’s text , none of the spaces 
in the book offer simple belonging. Canada, the Caribbean, Africa as an imagined origin 
, all of them are complicated, all of them have histories that cut against uncomplicated 
claims of home. Canada’s image as multicultural and open conceals a lot of racism. The 
Caribbean is also marked by plantation history. Africa as a concept is meaningful, but 
the rupture of enslavement means there is no simple way back to it. 

The concept of unbelonging runs through the whole book. As Brand states, "I am a 
woman with the Atlantic in the middle of me... In that Atlantic, everything that made me 
was abandoned" (Brand 19). It would be a mistake to read it as just a personal feeling of 
alienation. Brand presents it as a historical condition , something produced by slavery, 
colonialism, forced migration, and the ongoing failure of national narratives to make real 
space for diasporic Black subjects. It is not a problem with a solution. It is a position 
from which it might be possible to think more honestly about history and identity. That is 
different from despair, though it is also different from optimism. 

I found it useful to think about unbelonging in relation to the other two texts. In Hill, 
belonging is something that was violently removed and then partially offered back , on 
conditional terms, through a document that could be revised. Aminata belongs to 
specific places and people in her memory, but the political structures around her never 
fully recognize this. In Danticat, belonging is what the two lovers are trying to maintain 



across a distance that keeps growing. The letters are attempts to hold onto a 
relationship that the world is actively trying to break. In Brand, the question of belonging 
is taken further back , to the point where the rupture of the Middle Passage made 
ordinary belonging impossible in the first place. Brand is not mourning a belonging that 
was taken away from her personally. She is tracing the longer structural condition that 
made diasporic Black subjects perpetually negotiating their relationship to any place 
they inhabit. That is a different and in some ways harder problem than the ones Hill and 
Danticat work with, which may be why Brand’s text is the most formally resistant of the 
three. 

The book refuses to end with resolution, and this is one of its most significant qualities. 
Memory arrives in fragments. Geography matters but cannot fix what history broke. 
Reflection is necessary but it does not make loss disappear. This can be frustrating to 
read. A paper like mine wants to extract clear arguments from the text, and Brand 
makes that harder than Hill or Danticat does. But a book that ended with tidy answers 
would be false to its material. Staying with the difficulty is its own kind of argument. 

Brand’s critique of national identity is also sharp. She questions the coherence of 
Canadian national identity, Caribbean identity, and Africa as an imagined origin , all 
three at once. This is ambitious, and I am not sure the text fully develops all three with 
equal depth. The critique of Canada feels the most worked-through. The others are 
present but sometimes more suggestive than fully argued. That may be part of the point 
, that these are questions that cannot be fully resolved , but it also means some 
sections of the book feel less developed than others. 

Putting Brand next to Hill and Danticat, a sequence starts to become visible. Hill shows 
what happens when official registration meets the full complexity of a person’s life. 
Danticat shows what happens when political violence destroys the conditions for 
personal communication. Brand shows what happens to historical and spatial 
knowledge when the history in question is built on a rupture that cannot be repaired. 
Each documentary form fails differently. Brand’s text is the most explicit about the 
nature of that failure. 

One more thing about Brand that seems important before moving to the conclusion. 
Reading her text academically , applying theoretical frameworks to it , creates a certain 
tension, because Brand herself is doing theoretical work from inside the experience of 
diaspora, not from outside it. She is not illustrating Hartman or McKittrick. She is 
working through the same problems those scholars work through, but from a different 
position. This does not make the theoretical frameworks useless , they help to articulate 
what the text is doing , but it means the relationship between Brand and the theory is 
more complicated than a simple case-study relationship. She is both the subject of this 
kind of theoretical thinking and a contributor to it. That seems worth acknowledging 
rather than treating her text as simply evidence for someone else’s argument. 



 

Conclusion: Counter-Archives of Black Mobility 
The ledger, the letter, and the map all claim to make movement legible. They organize, 
classify, route, or locate the people and things they document. In all three texts 
discussed in this paper, this claim runs into a reality it cannot fully hold. The ledger 
records names but loses persons. The letter preserves the act of writing but cannot 
complete communication. The map offers spatial knowledge but says nothing about the 
rupture that made such knowledge insufficient. Literature, in each case, steps in , not to 
replace these forms but to transform them into something that can hold what they leave 
out. 

The transformation works differently in each text. Hill takes a colonial register and 
produces from it a first-person narrative of survival and self-definition that the register 
was never built to contain. Danticat takes the letter’s expectation of delivery and turns 
its failure into a record of speaking under conditions that made being heard impossible. 
Brand takes the map and uses its inadequacy as a framework for thinking honestly 
about what can and cannot be recovered after Atlantic slavery. These are distinct 
literary moves, but they share the same basic commitment: preserving what official 
records systematically lose. 

There is a risk of oversimplifying the argument at this point, and I want to avoid it. This 
paper is not saying that archives are bad and literature is good. Archives are essential. 
Without the Book of Negroes, many names from 1783 would simply not exist anywhere. 
Without records of refugee crossings, the scale of events like those in Danticat’s story 
would be even easier to ignore. The argument is not that archives should be discarded. 
It is that they should be read carefully , with attention to what they preserve, what they 
lose, who made them, and why. Counter-archival literature does not solve this problem. 
It makes the problem visible and insists that what the archive cannot hold still needs to 
be dealt with. 

There is also a practical question underneath the theoretical one, which the course 
materials touched on regularly. Who gets to do the archiving? Whose collections get 
funded, preserved, catalogued, and made accessible? Whose letters end up in libraries 
and whose get thrown away? These are not abstract questions. They shape what future 
researchers can and cannot study. The counter-archival work that Hill, Danticat, and 
Brand do is partly a response to this uneven distribution , an attempt to create records, 
in literary form, of things that the official archive never thought worth keeping. 

Freedom is a recurring problem across all three texts, in ways that feel connected to the 
larger questions of this course. None of these writers presents Black mobility as simply 
liberating. In Hill, freedom is recorded and conditional , passing through bureaucratic 
systems that can take it back. In Danticat, moving away from political violence does not 
guarantee safety or survival. In Brand, returning to an origin is not possible in any 
uncomplicated way. Black mobility in these texts is always tied to limits , limits that are 
structural, not just personal or circumstantial. 



What is interesting is that this is not a pessimistic conclusion in any simple sense. All 
three writers are also writing about people who keep moving, keep communicating, 
keep thinking , even inside these limits. Aminata travels enormous distances across her 
lifetime and continues to insist on her own personhood at every point. The lovers in 
Danticat’s story keep writing even when the letters cannot arrive. Brand keeps 
producing thought and reflection even when the conditions for stable identity are not 
available. The limits are real, but so is the movement against them. The 
counter-archival practice described in this paper is itself an example of this: it is not the 
absence of struggle but a specific form that struggle takes when the available tools have 
been shaped by the systems being struggled against. 

But all three texts also contain something about survival that should not be lost in the 
emphasis on loss. Aminata insists on her own voice and identity even inside systems 
designed to erase both. The characters in Danticat’s story keep writing to each other 
even when communication has effectively already failed. Brand keeps thinking, keeps 
reflecting, even when wholeness is not available. The counter-archive does not only 
document damage. It also records the refusal to accept that damage as the end of the 
story. 

What Hill, Danticat, and Brand ultimately ask , each in their own way , is a question 
without a clean answer: how do you write Black mobility when the forms available for 
recording it were already shaped by the systems that made that mobility so costly? 
Their answers are different, but all three point toward the same possibility. Literature can 
hold contradictions without rushing to resolve them. It can preserve fragments without 
forcing them into false wholes. It can show how movement is connected to memory, 
loss, and the ongoing work of trying to build a livable identity. And it can read against 
the grain of the archive , not to erase the archive, but to show what the archive has 
always quietly refused to say. 

One last observation. The three writers discussed in this paper are themselves 
positioned within the histories they write about. Hill is a Black Canadian writer. Danticat 
is Haitian-American. Brand is Trinidadian-Canadian. They are not outside observers 
looking in. They are making choices , literary, political, aesthetic , about how to 
represent histories that are also their own histories, or connected to them. Reading their 
texts as counter-archives is one way of recognizing that the knowledge they produce is 
not secondary to the official archive. It is a different kind of knowledge, produced from a 
different position, and it matters in its own right. That seems like the right place to end. 
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