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In 1970, Howard Zinn delivered a seminal speech at the Society of
American Archivists in which he unsettled the concept of neutrality.
Up until that point, neutrality was largely accepted as a standard
tenet of work in libraries and archives, alleged to underpin the
moral dimension of the information professions.! Zinn pointed out
that neutrality is in fact much more contentious than previously
believed, serving to reproduce the unequal power relations of
society and dictate the legitimation of certain ideas over others.2
Far from being the ethical stronghold of the field, Zinn explained
that neutrality is an insidious manifestation of ideals that both
derive from and reinforce a specific set of values, thus establishing
those ideals and values as normative.

The myth of neutrality is evidenced everywhere by its patent
synonymity with the white, patriarchal, heteronormative
perspective, and the dearth of preserved perspectives that fall
beyond those bounds. For archivists, historians, librarians, and
others who actively participate in memory work, asserting a neutral
stance should be tacitly understood as the masking of underlying
political motivations and experiences that inevitably inform one’s
decision-making process.? Acknowledging this reality reveals how
complicity and passivity work in tandem to implicate supposedly
“neutral” views in a system that is predicated upon an uneven (and
in many cases, harmful) distribution of power.4

Just as neutrality acts as an instrument of racial capitalism by
obscuring reality and truth, intellectual freedom similarly operates
to obfuscate systemic injustice under the false premise of
universality. Governed by the conditions of racial capitalism, the
construction of libraries and archives as a “marketplace of ideas”
leaves these institutions encoded by an “economic order of
things.”® This can be observed in the ways in which the field of
Library & Information Sciences acknowledges a need for antiracist
reform, but responds superficially to that need by adopting a
neoliberal multicultural praxis, as opposed to one that is based
upon reparations that recognize the humanity and dignity of all

people.t llluminating histories of community self-defense--which
are primarily histories of indigenous, black, and brown resistance--
requires active recognition of the dignity that belongs to all people
who molded past struggles for self-determination and self-
preservation.

We have established that instances of community self-defense
remain obfuscated in the historical record and explored the power
dynamics responsible for the scarcity of available resources on the
subject. But what are the implications of this observation? How
can certain ideas and lived experiences be legitimized without
relying on the authority of the traditional arbiters of knowledge?
How did we arrive at a situation where the right to self-defense still
needs defending?

The examples raised in this project illuminate the possibilities of
autonomous and community-directed world building. They are
largely sourced from the Freedom Archives, a community archive
which specializes in 20t Gentury progressive history. The Freedom
Archives receives most of its funding from the communities it
serves. In addition to an effective internship program, the archive
engages the collection by repurposing historical materials for
pedagogic application. In this way, the archive participates in the
memory work of creating a place for indigenous, black, brown,
queer perspectives and experiences to be remembered,
preserved, and activated.?” Such narratives have long eluded
traditional archives, which were initially built upon their exclusion
and erasure. The Freedom Archives stands as a potent example of
a project that bellies the hegemonic regulation of information and
hones the liberatory potential of forging a new paradigm for
archival engagement.8

As a staff member, it follows that my own experiences with
preserving the past are heavily influenced by the Freedom Archives
and the meanings generated from the relevance of its collections
to the communities with which | actively participate. My



explorations in memory work are also shaped by the
understanding that ideas of “belonging and believing” provide a
valuable conceptual framework from which the project of
“humanizing the dehumanized,” can be authentically pursued.?®
Acknowledging our obligation to preserve and remember the
histories most resonant with our own experiences is believing that
we have always belonged someplace, and fought for that
belonging. And we continue to belong and fight to belong here,
now, as we will in the future that has yet to come.

It is worth stating that this project does not attempt to offer a
complete account of the entire history of community self-defense;
it reflects the understanding that such an endeavor is not only an
impossibility, but a Borgesian caricature of what knowledge under
capitalism stands for: the desire to create a digestible, controlled
taxonomy, to possess through knowing. To dispossess through
unknowing.

The goal instead is to provide some examples that can help
expand what currently exists as an abbreviated history. Significant
contributions to a people’s history of self-defense have already
been made by historians, activists, archivists, and scholars such as
Howard Zinn, Michelle Caswell, Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz, Akinyele
Umoja, Nathaniel Moore, Claude Marks, and countless others.
Many of their ideas are drawn upon in the following pages.

With the objective of encouraging engagement with past examples
and providing resources that might assist in the process of building
programs of communalized support today, | raise the topics of
community self-defense and collective memory to underscore their
parallel relevance to the present moment. An unprecedented level
of precarity ushered by the coronavirus pandemic has been met by
a growing culture of care and reciprocity, giving rise to the
(re)emergent conviction that communities can, in fact, keep each
other safe in the face of a failing system.

In the spirit of fighting for our safety and belonging through the
creative means available to us, | close with a scene that aspires to
recognize and participate in the liberatory capacity of memory
work:

in an industrial city across the san francisco bay /
there were oil refineries and polluted soil and people
who lived there / one day they got together and held
guns to the sky while a black man spoke about spirit
/ it’s greater he insisted greater than the man’s
technology ° / and he pointed to a helicopter that
flew overhead close to the ground where the people
stood / its rotary wings lapped up dust and dirt and
you could see every particular flit thru the wind-
churned air, turning light to gauze / the people
roared / they said / no more!l! / and the helicopter
shrunk back into the sky / so the people took back
what was theirs / not a single bullet fired / not a
single person fell / the ground beneath their feet /
the sky above their heads / the stillness of the
afternoon air / they took back what was theirs, said /
it could be ours, too
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entitled, The Crusader. Its mission was to spread news of what was
happening in Monroe and promote the imperative of armed defense
in the fight against white supremacy. The newsletter provided ideas
of armed self-defense with impetus and reach, ultimately contributing
to the creation of a national and international network of support for

resistance against the Klan.
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with
GUNS

ROBERT F. WILLIAMS

Third World Press, Chicago, lllinais $1.95
) :

Fig 1: Robert Williams Wanted Flyer

Fig 2: Map of Monroe, North Carolina.

Fig 3: Cover of book, Robert F. Williams, Negroes with Guns. (Chicago, IL:
Third World Press, 1962). 1, 2, & 3 sourced from Alegria, A., Bergman, L.,
Herzing, R., Marks, C., and Nadel-Hayes, S. Robert and Mabel

Williams Resource Guide. San Francisco, CA: The Freedom Archives, 2005.
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“..arice seedling,

grows, not only to fill his hunger,
but to give birth

to other rice seedlings

who will give birth

to many more

who will fill the hunger

of generations of peasants

for food, and land,

and right”

- “A Comrade Is As Precious As a Rice
Seedling,” Mila D. Aguilar (1984)



DEFENDING LAND, DEFENDING LIFE:
THE OCCUPATION AT WOUNDED KNEE

The 71-day occupation of Wounded Knee on the Pine Ridge Reser-
vation (South Dakota) in 1973 stands as an impressive example of
community self-defense that centers indigenous lived experiences
and land struggles. The occupation took place at the site of the 1890
massacre of nearly 300 Indian people by U.S. Government forces--a
historical event whose atrocities remain glossed over in the dominant
record.

Oglala Sioux traditional leaders called for the occupation, galvaniz-
ing several hundred Oglala Sioux, supporters from other tribes, and
members of the American Indian Movement (AIM) to advance on
Wounded Knee, where they would take a “stand on Indian land for
Indian rights” (Voices From Wounded Knee, p.2). They arrived at the
small town in the middle of the night, taking nearly a dozen of the
town’s residents as hostages. The town was surrounded by police
forces within hours of the Oglala Sioux’s arrival; not long after that,
armed conflict ensued.

The armed takeover of Wounded Knee emerged from a grassroots
movement that sought to bring awareness to the continued mis-
treatment of indigenous communities in the U.S.; through occupying
reservation territory which had fallen under the control of a corrupt
tribal leader and had become “a patchwork of white- and Indi-
an-owned property,” by the 1970s, occupiers asked that the site be
genuinely restored to the Oglala Sioux people and demanded that the
U.S. government follow through on the Treaty of 1869 (Voices from
Wounded Knee, p.9, 55). The government responded by enacting tac-
tics of siege warfare, which included cutting off electricity and water
to the town, attempting to thwart the transport of food and supplies
to occupiers, and opening fire into the village from the surrounding
hills. But the indigenous resistance proved to be more cunning in their
defense tactics, preventing U.S. troops from forcing them out of land
they were entitled to. The occupying community created a medical
clinic, set up housing, trained a highly competent security force, and

arranged for a steady flow of supplies into the camp. Images: ed. Robert An-

derson, Joanna Brown,
Succeeding in occupying the town of Wounded Knee for 71 days, Jonny Lerner, and Bar-
Wounded Knee stands as a testament to indigenous resistance and bara Lou Shafer, Voices

is remembered as a profound victory for indigenous communities and From Wounded Knee
P Y 9 (Rosevelt Town: NY: Ak-

land struggles. wesasne Notes 1974): 76,
2% 78, and 126.



REBELLION FROM THE INSIDE OUT:
RESISTANCE AT ATTICA PRISON

Article, “Unity and Courage vs Rockefeller’s machine guns,” in A Report From
Inside Attica. Prisoners Solidarity Committee. September 17, 1971. Attica Pris-
on Rebellion Collection. The Freedom Archives.

From September 9 to September 13, 1971, over 1200 incarcerated
people rebelled, took hostages, and occupied parts of Attica Prison

in what is contemporarily known as one of the largest and most suc-
cessful prison rebellions in the U.S. United around demands for better
healthcare, education, and against unrestrained violence by the state,
prisoners worked collectively to negotiate an end to inhumane condi-
tions at the prison. On the fourth day, New York State Police troopers,
sent by then Governor Rockefeller, descended upon the prison mur-
dering 33 prisoners and 10 correctional officers. 49 years later, Attica
serves as a rallying cry for those working for self-determination inside
of prison walls. Today, incarcerated people’s right to self-defense con-
tinues to be largely suppressed by prison guards, who commit atro-
cious acts of violence against prisoners with impunity.

The incarcerated people of the 1971 Attica rebellion opened the gate
to the possibilities of rebellion and resistance for those behind bars,
demonstrating the power of collective self-defense even among one of
the most subjugated groups in today’s society.

Cover, A Report From Inside Attica (Periodical). Prisoners Solidarity Committee.
September 17, 1971. Attica Prison Rebellion Collection. The Freedom Archives.
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IV.

CONCLUSION,
RESOURCES, &
CONTINUED LEARNING

“ The rebellion of the archivist against
his normal role is not, as so many
scholars fear, the politicizing of a
neutral craft, but the humanizing of an
inevitably political craft.”

- Howard Zinn, “Secrecy, Archives,
and the Public Interest,” (1970)

CONCLUSION

Memory work aspires to remold traditional modes of
interacting with the past, insisting that we “transform ways
of knowing and doing” in order to humanize the “inevitably
political craft” of archiving. The histories highlighted here
attest to the radical potential of privileging possibility over
precedent—whether through direct action, as illustrated in
some of the featured examples, or through the act of
stewarding and sharing a history that has been previously
deemed unfit for preservation. Memory workers in this
context can participate in defending community histories,
narratives, and experiences against threats of erasure.



RESOURCES

1.

Our Communities, Our Solutions: An Organizers’ Toolkit to

Abolish Policing by Critical Resistance

http://criticalresistance.org/cr_abolish-policing-toolkit 2020/

2.

M4BL Info Sheets: Community Control of Law Enforcement &

Participatory Budgeting
https://m4bl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/
CommControlofl awEnforcement-OnePager.pdf
https://m4bl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/
ParticipatoryBudgeting-OnePager.pdf)

3.
Defund Police Toolkit by Interrupting Criminalization
https://www.interruptingcriminalization.com/s/Defund-

Toolkit.pdf

4.

What’s Next? Safer and More Just Communities Without
Policing by Interrupting Criminalization
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/
5ee39ec764dbd7179cf1243c/t/
5f85¢390635cac03f35913d5/1602601934251/
What%27s+Next+Report+.pdf

5.

Police: A Field Guide by Tyler Wall and David Correia (Verso,

2018)
https://www.versobooks.com/books/2530-police

Political-Parg-Nilitary Book List

GARViY AND GARVEYISM....A. GARVEY
PHILOSOPHIES AND OPLN10HS DP MARCUS GARVEY....vol 1&2
BLACK NATIONALISM....UDOM
NEGRG LIBERATION....HAYWOOD
AMERICAN NEGRC SLAVE REVOLTS....APTHEKRR
BLACK RECONSTRUCTION....DuBOI3
RECONSTRUCTION, ... ALLEN
PAN AFRICANISM QR COMMUNISM ....PADMORE
THE NEGRO IN THE UNITBD STATES....FRAZIER
« BLUES PEOPLE....Le Roi Jones
« BLACK JACCBINS....CuL.R. JAMES
+ NEGROES WITH GUNS....WILLIAMS

R

BLACK BOURGEOQSIE....FRAZIER
POLITICAL CHANGE IN UNDERDEVELOPED COUNTHRIES....
. PARTIBAN WARFARR....HEILBAUNN....Praeger
. GUERRILLA WARFARE...-CBE GUEVARA
. GUERRILLA WARFARE.,.MAO-TSE~TUNG
WAR,POLITICS AND POWER,...CLAUSEWITZ
19, THE TRUE BELIEVER....ERIC HOPPER
20. GUERRILLA AND COUNTER GUERRILLA WARFARE,...POMBOEY
21, POLITICAL THOUGH?S OF MAO TSE TUNG
22, ANTHOLOGY ON MAOJON PRACTICE
ON CONTRADICTION
O PROTRACTED WAR
PROBLEMS OF WAR AND STRATEGY
g& WHAT IS TC BE DONE ?....LENIN
. STATE AND REVOLUI'ION....LENIK
25. COMMUNIST REVOLUTTONARY WAEFARE
26. RIGHT OF SELF DETERMINATION,...LENIN
27. CONFLICT IN THE SHADOWS,...JAMES ELIOT CROSS
26, 150 QUiSTIONS FOR A GUEHRILLA....
29, PEOPLES WAR, PEOPLES ARMY....
30. PRIMER FOR AEVOLT....
31. WE SHALL FIGHT IN THE STREETS.s..
32. GUERRILLA WARFARR....YANK BERT LEVY
5&. NODERN GUERRILLA WARFARE....
3 PRINCIPLRS OF MWAR....CLAUSEWITZ
35.. THE WAR OF THE FLEA....TABOR

b bk g O EN] OV FLOND
.

~ITnn F =0

-
oc
.

Book list from The Los Angeles War Cry, Revolutionary
Action Movement (RAM), p. 3. Black Liberation Collection.
The Freedom Archives.
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