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ABSTRACT

In recent years, archiving and countermapping have emerged as popular and powerful instruments to represent unauthorized

migrations and criticize contemporary border regimes. This resulted in a variety of political projects involving academics,

migrants, and advocacy groups, using archiving and mapmaking as vectors of dissensus and affirming politics. This parallel

between maps and archives is not just a contemporary trend; it speaks to their longstanding relationship throughout political

modernity, as well as the overlap between the archival and cartographic critiques over the past century. This article reviews

contemporary projects that mobilize this nexus to challenge contemporary border regimes. In doing so, I direct attention to how

their goals, methods, and designs align with different conceptual approaches to archives and maps. The analysis explores the

contributions of geographic thought to this conceptual framework, and it encourages further reflection and participation from

geographers in projects making political interventions through archival and countermapping methods.

1 | Introduction

Recent years have seen a growing interest in archives across ge-
ography (DeLyser 2014; Hodder and Beckingham 2022;
Mills 2013), migration studies (Stierl and Tazzioli 2021), and the
social sciences more broadly (Battaglia et al. 2020; Horsti 2019).
For geographers, one interesting development is the frequent
association between archiving and countermapping as inter-
connected practices and analytical tools. Some scholars have
explicitly connected the two, encouraging interdisciplinary work
that bridges mapping and archiving in research on unauthorized
migrations and border regimes (Appadurai 2003; Stierl and Taz-
zioli 2021; Tazzioli 2015). Even when not formally linked, the
continuity between archives and maps is evident in their parallel
usage across the literature, where both function as tools to
generate multiple “counter” perspectives on migratory mobility.

This essay presents a conceptual analysis of the relationship
between archives and maps, focusing on their use in academic

and non-academic projects that challenge contemporary border
regimes. The review serves two main purposes. First, it offers an
overview of various projects in which archiving and mapmaking
are combined or used in parallel to generate dissent and support
affirmative politics. Second, it classifies these projects based on
their goals and structures, highlighting which insights within
archival and cartographic theory are mobilized by each project,
and for what purpose. This design offers an accessible intro-
duction to current, parallel trajectories in cartographic and
archival theory, linking them to their practical application
across a variety of projects that mobilize them for political
purposes. This may be of particular interest for geographers
looking to transfer their training and methods into projects
combining these practices.

For this purpose, the next section of the article discusses how and
why the nexus between mapmaking and the archive is particu-
larly visible in projects focused on border violence and migratory
mobility. This boils down to their ability to document events,
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experiences, and journeys, taking up position across struggles
over the representations of violence and migration. The following
three sections focus on specific categories of projects, each cor-
responding to the project's purpose and design: forensic, evoca-
tive, and participatory projects. Forensic projects aim to collect
evidence of abuses and border violence, either to affect public
discourse or provide evidence in court; evocative projects use
countermapping and the archive to challenge mainstream rep-
resentations of migration, and to generate understandings of
migratory mobility centered on its political significance; finally,
performative projects focus less on the finite outcome and more
on the phases of assembling repositories and drawing maps,
treating these moments as opportunities to generate connections
and build communities across multiple participants.

2 | Mobility, Migration, and Maps

Contemporary, unauthorized migrations and their violent
containment are not the only context where archiving and
mapmaking reveal their nexus. This connection runs deeper,
encompassing both their role across political modernity as key
instruments of state-making and colonialism (see Atkin-
son 2003; Craggs 2008; Edney 1999; Mitchell et al. 2019;
Richards 1993), and their eventual transition into vectors of
dissent and affirmative politics (Stoler 2018). Yet, their promi-
nence in migration politics hints to their suitability in this
context. Here, archives and maps serve dual purposes. On the
one hand, they offer concepts to analyze migrations and bor-
ders, focusing on the conditions that enable, empower, or
hinder human mobility. On the other, they provide material
instruments to launch critiques against contemporary border
regimes, and to elicit understandings of human mobility
centered on its political significance.

The first use was aptly described by Appadurai's famous quote:
“For migrants, more than for others, the archive is a map”
(2003: 23). Appadurai used this analogy as an interpretive lens
to examine migratory mobility. He emphasized how interna-
tional migration is supported by flows of information connect-
ing communities across countries, and how the individuals'
decision to migrate depends on the material and emotional
support provided by their networks. In this reading, the archive
is a set of decentralized information that generates mobility,
and, as such, it may be visualized as a map allowing people to
embark on their journey. Notably, neither the archive nor the
map is here intended as repository of neutral data. Instead, they
are intended as generative substances (Stoler 2009), meaning
assemblages of data and information creating the conditions to
empower people into moving.

Appadurai's essay exemplifies the use of archives and maps as
analytical concepts. Here, the two are not understood through
their modern definitions in archival and cartographic theory
(Lustig 2020, 74-75), as there are no archivists or custodians
charged with appraising the records or regulating the users’ access
(Ketelaar 1996, 33). Furthermore, their function is not to provide a
neutral, universal representation of a place “out there” or a past
“that was”, as much as to assemble memories and data that may
trigger new thought and action in the future (see Azoulay 2011;

Stoler 2016, 7-10). This use of the concept of archive is not
metaphorical, rather a reorientation that challenges its conven-
tional definition under modern archival theory. It traces back to
the seminal work of Foucault (1972), who employed the archive in
his theory of discourse to indicate the sum of pronounced state-
ments as the conditions for further pronouncements.

In the context of migration, the same concept directs attention
to the material conditions affecting human mobility, thereby
linking archives and maps as inscriptions that empower in-
dividuals to embark on a journey. Furthermore, this perspective
reveals its suitability for an additional, empirical reason: the role
of documenting, and consequently archiving and mapping, in
the conflict over mobility unfolding across borders and routes.
Here, the archive describes not only the migrants' ability to
access and produce information supporting their travel, but also
the behavior of those working to contain them. Documenting
serves as a lens to visualize migration as a struggle among
competing forces, particularly by examining how actors choose
to document—or refrain from—individuals or events for various
reasons. For institutional actors, documenting enables the
analysis and visualization of migration through data describing
the volume and direction of human flows (see Van Houtum and
Bueno Lacy 2020). In her analysis of the EU border regime,
Tazzioli (2020) argues that authorities “make” migration by
constructing a statistical understanding of mobility which, in
turn, generates strategies to govern it. Furthermore, this
generative power extends beyond the macro, statistical analysis
of people’s movements. It also shapes their lives and identities,
as individuals are categorized and assigned specific labels across
legal and administrative systems, including terms like refugee,
vulnerable person, and economic migrant (Metcalfe 2021).

The significance of documenting, however, shifts depending on
who is documenting, what is being documented, and how it is
done (Casas-Cortes et al. 2017). Notably, documentation often
serves as a tool of surveillance along routes, prompting migrants
to evade it to hide traces of their passage (Tazzioli and Gar-
elli 2020, 1016). Yet, in other instances, migrants actively assert
their right to be documented, especially when applying for
asylum. Authorities, on the other hand, may deliberately avoid
documenting migrants’ movements, while migrants employ
various tactics to ensure their registration in official records
(Santer and Wriedt 2017). Furthermore, migrants may use
phones and cameras to document abuses, pushbacks, and
violence along their journey, effectively recording practices
designed to leave no trace (Davies et al. 2023). In this context,
documenting—and thus archiving and mapping—emerges as a
critical practice available to multiple actors.

Contemporary experiments with counterarchives and counter-
mapping take place in the conflictual context described above,
which is key for explaining their role and positions. These terms
encapsulate an antagonistic stance, with the prefix “counter”
signaling that such approaches to archiving and mapmaking
challenge not only the representations issued by institutional
channels, but also the methodological and ideological assump-
tions embedded in modern cartographic and archival theory
(Ben-David 2020; Motha and van Rijswijk 2016). As such, the
“counter” position becomes a defining quality of the projects
themselves (Berger et al. 2018; Squire et al. 2021; Reynolds
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et al. 2023). Their experiments do not seek to represent migra-
tion and border violence from the outside, as they take up
documenting as a political gesture designed to convey dissent
and create conditions for affirmative politics.

This article offers a review of such projects by linking their designs
with insights and developments within archival and cartographic
theory. Depending on their goal, the projects rely on specific
strategies and theories to collect data and drawing maps. In doing
so, they mobilize the archive-map nexus in the pursuance of their
goal, which ultimately consists in producing a counter-
knowledge challenging the tenets of contemporary border re-
gimes. I classify these projects across three categories, each
defined by the project's goal. Each category approaches archiving
and mapmaking through different theories and methods, pre-
cisely because the goal affects how participants take up their task.

The first category encompasses projects operating with a
forensic goal. They document abuses, deaths, and disappear-
ances across migratory routes, providing evidence that may be
utilized across media or tribunals to denounce policies of border
control. When challenging institutional representations of
migration or immigration enforcement, these projects direct
attention to the unsaid, meaning the violence and abuses that
are missing from the discourse of institutional actors. The sec-
ond approach, on the other hand, is not concerned with what is
missing from institutional representations, as much as on the
latter's capacity to “make” migration according to ideological
parameters. Participants in these projects operate under the
assumption that critical representations of mobility and border
violence may be generative of new politics. They aim at eliciting
alternative understandings of migratory mobility, which are
centered on its conflictual, political significance. I dub this the
evocative approach. Finally, within the evocative approach I
distinguish those projects that focus less on the finite outcomes
of their work, and more on the process of assembling archives
and maps. These are participatory projects operating under the
assumption that archiving and mapmaking are endeavors
capable of enabling exchanges and affirming communities.
Their focus is on what happens during the documenting pro-
cess, as this is where the projects’ political potential unfolds, by
bringing together different participants and groups.

Each of these approaches may be linked to specific development
encompassing critical cartography and archival theory, further
demonstrating the nexus between archives and maps as tech-
nologies of representation. Thus, the rest of the article is orga-
nized into three sections, each dedicated to reviewing projects
adopting the specific approach, but also their intellectual
development across archival and cartographic theory. Each goal
corresponds to a specific understanding of the archive and the
map, which determines and organizes their assembling, draw-
ing, and furthermore their reading.

2.1 | Looking at the Absence: Symptomatic
Reading and Forensic Projects

Forensic projects using countermapping and the archive operate
under the assumption that institutional representations of

migration may be criticized for what they deliberately fail to
include, and especially abuses, deaths, and disappearances
stemming from strategies of immigration enforcements. Some-
thing that is missing from their content, and which qualifies
their narration as incomplete at best and fraudulent at worst. All
these projects are effective in denouncing violence and abuses
hidden from public view, and to support legal litigation by
providing evidence in court. Unlike other approaches to
archiving and mapmaking, they do not attack the very epistemic
parameters underpinning institutional representations, as their
focus is not on what they say or how they say it, as much as
what they don't say at all.

Notably, the same idea animated the first wave of critical ap-
proaches to archival and cartographic theory in the late 20
century. At that time, the adoption of Marxism and eventually
feminism and postcolonialism in the context of historical
research led to a critique of institutional archives that centered
on what was missing from their records (Miller 1981;
Spivak 1985). Historians took aim at the main tenets of modern
archival theory, which conceptualized the archive as an
organic whole mirroring the life of an institution (see Rid-
ener 2008). Instead of treating the archive as a neutral witness
of the past, critics would qualify its histories as hegemonic
narrations by the ruling classes, directing attention to the
erasure of those voices that did not make it into the records:
the working class, women, colonial and indigenous subjects
(Dirks 2002).

In the context of archival research, this approach consists of a
hermeneutic strategy that interprets the archive as text, while
also assuming that the text's pivotal meaning and significance is
hidden beyond its surface. In the context of historiography, this
interpretive approach drew from the reading of Freud, Nietz-
sche, and especially Marx (Ricoeur 1970, 32). In Paul Ricoeur's
work, the three philosophers are associated with a hermeneutics
of suspicion, or a “symptomatic reading” as it is generally
referred to in the Anglo-American context (Best and Mar-
cus 2009). The acknowledgment of the archives' partiality also
led to experimenting with alternative methodologies, and
especially oral history (Portelli 2010). This could overcome ab-
sences in the archive by permitting historians to collect data
from groups whose memories and voices did not make it into
records. Especially in the context of migration and border
studies, oral history continues to play a fundamental role for
writing histories “from below” (Martinez 2014; Stein-
berger 2023; Strle 2023).

In the context of contemporary projects, the same questions and
problems may be observed in forensic strategies to collect evi-
dence of abuses. A notable example is the work of the Border
Violence Monitoring Network (Border Violence Monitoring
Network 2020), a collective of different advocacy organizations
operating on the Balkan Route. The group's main mission is to
document abuses and illegal practices on the Route, and espe-
cially the use of pushbacks by state agents. In 2020, evidence
unearthed by BVMN was crucial for leading an Italian tribunal
to establish that Italy was conducting an illegal policy of
informal pushbacks at its Slovenian border (StateWatch 2021).
Beyond tribunals, the work of BVMN aspires to sway public
opinion by providing evidence of violence that is absent from
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institutional, mainstream representations of migration in Italy
and Europe. Migrants are key informants for investigators, as
their testimonies and recordings allow for the reconstruction of
events that are deliberately hidden by the informal strategies of
states’ agents.

Other notable efforts are found in projects working on deaths
and disappearances across migratory routes, especially in the
Mediterranean Sea and across Mexico and its northern border.
Some of these projects are driven by the humanitarian goal of
identifying human remains in the interest of the victims' fam-
ilies and friends. An example is the LABANOF (Laboratorio di
Antropologia e Odontologia Forense) archive in Milan, which
collects evidence of shipwrecks in the Mediterranean (Xitt-
ner 2021). Among the evidence are the possessions of deceased
and disappeared individuals, which are stored to permit their
identification by family members. Other projects, however,
operate with the goal of linking deaths and disappearances to
immigration policies, thus advancing accusations of political
and criminal responsibility against states or international orga-
nizations. The Colibri Human Rights Center in Arizona is a
notable example. This organization collects data through in-
terviews with relatives and friends of disappeared individuals,
combining them with work by forensic anthropologists (Lize
and Fischer 2022, 11-14).

Historically, “symptomatic reading” has affected critical cartog-
raphy as much as archival theory, and the forensic approach in-
forms a range of projects utilizing countermapping to offer
cartographic representations of abuse or structural violence. The
very term countermapping was first adopted by Peluso (1995),
who used it to describe how NGOs and indigenous communities
in Indonesia utilized mapmaking to support their claims to forest
use. Since then, and especially in Latin America, the term has
indicated the drawing of maps that represent the historic presence
of indigenous communities across territories now part of post-
colonial states (Bryan 2019; Wainwright and Bryan 2009). In this
context, the prefix “counter” identified the antagonistic posture of
these maps, which targeted the erasure of indigenous commu-
nities by the modern mapping of Latin America. This process also
required the collection and archiving of oral histories, indigenous
knowledge, and traces of indigenous presence across the land,
thus linking mapping and archiving as political and epistemo-
logical practices (Dunnavant et al. 2023; also see Maharawal and
McElroy 2018).

In the context of migration, countermapping supports forensic
projects denouncing border violence. For example, cartographers
working in the Undocumented Migration Project utilize GIS to
map deaths and disappearances across the Western section of the
US-Mexico border (Gokee et al. 2020), thus giving a visual rep-
resentation of the human toll of US immigration enforcement
that is erased in institutional representations. In the context of
the Balkan Route, the Push-Back Map Collective (2020) stands
out as a countermapping project concerned with mapping illegal
pushbacks across the Balkans, drawing from data collected by
BVMN. Finally, another example is the Forensic Oceanography
project led by Pezzani and Heller (2013), which famously maps
shipwrecks and disappearances in the Mediterranean through
investigations designed to unearth institutional responsibilities
by FRONTEX or EU Member States.

2.2 | Looking at the Presence: Surface Reading
and Evocative Projects

As discussed, a symptomatic reading finds a text's meaning and
significance in what is absent from its surface. However, this
hermeneutic approach risks leading to an impasse, as it may end
up discounting archives and maps as spoiled documents inca-
pable of conveying any worthy information. In other words, a
critique that is solely concerned with absences risks narrowing
the textual analysis to the unsaid, thus detracting attention to
the actual content of the records. Such an approach may
disregard how the documents' surface is not simply a mask, as it
also establishes epistemic and political parameters that have a
greater significance than mere cover-up.

As a hermeneutic approach, “surface reading” offers an alterna-
tive (Best and Marcus 2009). It treats the text as a whole, and not
by imagining it as a perfect, objective photograph of the events
that it describes, but as the unspoiled results of its historic con-
ditions of possibility, thus offering a window into the context of its
production. In cartographic research, there are numerous ex-
amples of such a hermeneutic approach to the reading and
analysis of maps by states and international organizations,
particularly in the context of migration (Cobarrubias 2025).
Cartography plays a key role in this context, offering both a visual
representation of migratory flows, and enabling specific solutions
to their containment. In this sense, these analyses do not read
maps to find what they are missing, as much as to identify which
strategies, understandings, and ideologies are produced through
specific cartographic techniques (Casas-Cortes et al. 2017; Van
Houtum and Bueno Lacy 2020).

This approach to the reading of maps dates back to de-
velopments within critical cartography since at least the 1990s.
These consisted of a change in focus from the analysis of specific
maps to the examination of cartography as a specific practice,
epistemology, and profession (for an analysis of the cartographic
gaze outside the Anglo-American context see: Farinelli 1998;
Olsson 1994). Within this transition, maps were investigated as
windows into the political and historic contexts of their pro-
duction (Pickles 2004). Furthermore, deviating from an under-
standing of maps as finite objects with a fixed meaning, scholars
conceptualized them as inscriptions whose significance would
change depending on the contexts. As such, maps carry their
generative power across time due to their endless possibilities of
re-reading in the present and the future (Cosgrove 2005;
Driver 2010; Kitchin and Dodge 2007).

These conceptual developments inform a variety of projects
using countermapping to challenge contemporary border re-
gimes. In this case, the focus is not on what institutional rep-
resentations deliberately fail to include, as much as on the use of
cartography to challenge their very epistemic parameters, and to
elicit understandings of migratory mobility that center on its
political significance. Examples are found in the work of col-
lectives and groups where countermapping is conceptualized as
an explicit political practice, such as the Migreurop (2017), or
the work of Kollektiv Orangotango (2018). These are examples
of maps that do not simply include more or different informa-
tion than mainstream maps, as they also provide new concepts
to interpret migration and represent it politically. “Mustafa’s
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journey”, which is contained in the Migreurop's Atlas (2017:
91), is a powerful example. The map depicts the journey of the
author from Syria to Greece. The experiences and emotions felt
across the route are reported through text, thus linking space,
time, and duress through a style of mapmaking that consciously
rejects the usage of “scientific” techniques such as GIS, as they
would inevitably erase the experience and agency of migrants
on their journey (also see Brown and Knopp 2008).

Remaining on countermapping, the possibility of evoking
different understandings of mobility, and especially while
directing attention to its political significance, links
mapmaking and archiving in innovative ways. The work of
Tazzioli (2024) stands out as especially groundbreaking in this
context. Tazzioli conceptualizes counter-archiving and coun-
termapping as a single methodology and analytic, which con-
sists of tracing migrants’ routes by using archival research and
interviews with migrants and residents living close to the trails.
In doing so, she maps a route's development over time, while
centering her description into the political nature of the route
itself, which emerges as a site of conflicts among different
actors, knowledges, and claims to mobility. Tazzioli's work in
the archive consists of a close examination of records con-
cerning the passage of people across the French-Italian border
since the 1950s’. In doing so, she analyzes how the presence of
foreigners was perceived by authorities and residents over
time, examining the route's formation as an uneven develop-
ment made up of different understandings of migration by
separate observers.

This approach to archival research is not exclusive to Tazzioli's
work. When brought into the archive, “surface reading” entails
a close examination of the records which are never read as
incomplete or spoiled, as much as testimonies on the context of
their own production (Bastian 2006). The work of Stoler (2009)
is likely the most influential example of such an approach to
archival research. In her reading of colonial archives, Stoler
treats the records as windows into the workings of colonial
administration. Records demonstrate what their authors feared,
what they considered unimportant, unspeakable, or mere
common sense. This approach treats the archive as a “genera-
tive substance,” (Stoler 2009, 1) meaning a collection of records
and artifacts that may be re-read at different historical junctures
with multiple effects.

This is a conceptual approach strongly tied to French philosophy
and poststructuralism. In Derrida's influential lecture (1998), it is
captured by the idea of the archive as “open to the future,” an
openness that is guaranteed by the possibility for “an extended
reading, or rewriting, of what others have written” (Harris 2002,
61). In this context, the archive can potentially refer to any body
of knowledge, text, or artifacts, as long as it is examined for its
ability to produce new meaning, and not for its value as evidence
of past events (Fierz 2021). This understanding of the archive
rejects the major pillars of modern archival theory, as the records’
significance no longer stands in their authenticity or ability to
photograph past events (Brothman 2001, 63-66; Cook 1997;
Houdek 2016; Meehan 2009). Instead, they owe their power to the
ability to generate re-readings and re-writings, and their impor-
tance is transferred into the future and no longer to the past
(Hamilton et al. 2002; Ketelaar 2017; Steedman 2011).

In the context of archival projects, a typical example of the
“evocative” approach are archives and collection gathering ob-
jects left across the migrants' trails. There is now sizable literature
examining the significance of these records. Concerning the US-
Mexico border specifically, scholars have explored how objects
left across the trail become charged in political discourse, often
described as trash by right-wing or humanitarian groups
sharing anti-migratory sentiments (Sundberg 2008; Squire 2014).
Conversely, activists supporting freedom of movement treat mi-
grants’ objects as artifacts with the power of conveying meaning
and memories (Soto 2018). De and Léon (2015) and Brig-
den (2018) take this approach in their ethnographic work on
migration into the United States. They relate to the objects as
traces, which can be examined not so much for their ontological
value as empty bottles, clothing, or food cans, as much as for how
their characteristics and location permits to retrace the dynamics
of migratory routes (also see Amigoni and Aru 2023).

In other words, the objects are not collected due to their
authenticity. Nothing makes the shirt left across the trail more
valuable than any other shirt but for its power to convey a
narration, a description that may be mobilized in the future for
the pursuance of a goal. This idea informs the numerous at-
tempts to build archives, collections, or expositions of migrants'
objects collected across the routes. Examples include the famous
exposition Encounters, which is made up of objects carried by
the Mediterranean sea (Goldhahn and Ricciardo 2021); Panta
Rei, which displays objects left by people on the move across the
Balkan Route (Osservatorio Balcani e Caucaso Trans-
europa 2019); Laundromat, a collection of clothing left by ref-
ugees in the Greek camp of Idomeni after their forced
displacement (Claramonte 2024).

All these projects pose political and ethical challenges
(Bublatzky and Siegenthaler 2022). How should the archivist
operate when confronting such artifacts? Any collection is
preceded by the phase of appraisal, thus charging the archivist
with the responsibility of judging the value of an object whose
history and previous owners are often unknown. Furthermore,
once the objects are collected how to order them is exceptionally
difficult, as any act of cataloging implies an authoritative
operation where the archivist pilots the narration that is
conveyed. In Lampedusa, this very issue led to a breakup within
a group formed by activists and academics working around a
museum centered on migrants' objects carried into the island by
the sea. A group of activists concluded that the project was ul-
timately unbearable, as it would have obscured the agency and
voices of the unknown, often deceased individuals to whom the
objects had previously belonged to (Gatta 2017).

The case of Lampedusa speaks to the issue of impasse discussed
above. Just as an exclusive focus on the absence in the archive
may lead to give up on the repository as a worthy source, here
the absence of the objects’ owners—coupled with their violent
deaths—placed an unbearable responsibility on the collectors.
At the same time, in his account of the incident, Gatta (2017: 96)
raises an important objection to opposition against the project:
any act of collecting and ordering the objects—and even the
choice not to organize an exhibition at all—implies an active
intervention by the collector, who cannot escape this re-
sponsibility. More broadly, this argument implies that there is
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no way to document, map, or archive any experience or event as
“it truly happened.” Returning to the case of oral histories
mentioned above, even the collection of the informants' words
should never be confused for a strategy of “letting them speak”
(Portelli 2010). An interview, the appraisal of a record, the
description of an object, all presume the presence of more than
one speaker, and the idea of an unspoiled voice is but a fiction
produced by the narration itself. Nevertheless, when confront-
ing this problem in exceptionally violent contexts, refusal to
engage remains a viable option, due to the weight and grief
behind the artifacts, and the political and ethical risks inherent
to their possible misuse and appropriation.

As a field of historical research, slavery studies have closely
scrutinized this problem (Fuentes 2016). In the archive, slaves
only appear as cargo, or the victims of graphic violence. Failure
is inevitable for those entering the archive looking for closure, to
commemorate the disappeared, or even remedy a past wrong
(Best 2011; also, Mbembe 2002, 24). On the other hand, there is
a liberatory potential when accessing the archive to open it. As
mentioned, opening the archive implies re-reading the records
not to testify about what happened, as much as to affect the
present and future by re-writing its content. This is the central
argument of Samaya Hatman's research on the Atlantic slave
trade. When confronting the violence against nameless slaves,
she imagines their lives and identity before enslavement as the
“anticipated future” in the process of re-writing the records
(Hartman 2008, 4). Hartman's own existence as an African
American makes the erasure of the slaves' lives immediately
present, and the political impossibility of closure is precisely
what makes the question of the archive so actual and urgent
(Hartman 2007). Thus, grief and anger do not lead to inaction,
as they are turned into powerful forces to be harnessed in the
present for subversive purposes.

2.3 | Participatory Projects: Archiving and
Mapmaking as Generative Practices

Finally, the third approach that I find concerns those projects
focusing not so much on the maps or collections that are
gathered or drawn, but on the process of their making and
assemblage. These projects should not be intended as indepen-
dent or radically distinct from the “evocative” approach dis-
cussed above. In this case as well, archives and maps are treated
as generative of thought and action, and the projects’ purpose is
to challenge dominant representations of migration by laying
out the conditions for alternative politics and understandings.
However, they do so while focusing on their participatory na-
ture, and by treating the very moments of assembling the re-
cords and drawing maps as generative of possibilities.

The idea of participatory archives stems from developments
within archival theory during the late 20™ century. While
modern archival theory imposed a clear distinction between
archivists and users—with archivists conceived as custodians of
records—(Jenkins, 1922) the shift toward alternative models
challenged this division of roles and responsibilities. For ar-
chivists, this transition prompted the adoption of ordering
methods oriented toward the users, to enable and facilitate their

access (Huvila 2008). But furthermore, the acknowledgment of
the generative potential of the archive would lead to treating it
as a tool for political communities to gather and assemble their
own histories and memories (Assmann 2010). Thus, participa-
tory approaches resulted in the establishment of archives and
counter-archives bringing together participants with different
backgrounds and skills, overcoming the very distinction be-
tween archivists and users in this context (see Cook 2013;
Punzalan and Caswell 2016; Vukli§ and Gilliland 2016).

A powerful example of a participatory archive is the Archive of
Migrant Memories (AMM) in Rome. In this case, the archive
stands as a collection of multiple life stories of migrants who
reached Italy through different routes, but usually from the
Horn of Africa (Triulzi 2014). However, the power of the archive
lies in its participatory design, where migrants record and order
their own stories, which become available for further work such
as documentaries and films. Archiving here becomes a political
and social practice, and the telling of life stories is utilized as an
opportunity for exchange between Italian and non-Italian par-
ticipants. In fact, storytelling is adopted in the school of Italian
available to migrants, where students do not learn the language
through standard curricula but by using Italian in combination
with their native language to reconstruct and map their life
stories (Triulzi 2020).

Among the archives discussed here, AMM stands as the most
developed example of an open archive, as there is no defined
boundary between the inside and outside of the repository. Films
made with migrants’ testimonies are actual parts of it, and not
external products that work on the record from the outside. In
fact, the archive's purpose is not to collect finite records as much
as to enable practices, meaning, and discourse. It builds com-
munities by providing the conditions for productive exchanges.

In terms of mapping, this approach has been adopted in
ethnographic works where scholars have asked participants to
draw their own migratory journeys (Campos-Delgado 2018;
Ceola 2023; Scheuing 2017; Swanson and Torres 2016). In this
case, mapmaking is treated as a performance, so that the
attention shifts from the map itself as a finite product to the very
process of its drawing (Mekdjian 2015). As discussed above, this
inherently criticizes the very notion of the map as a finite,
“closed” product, and the understanding of cartography as an
exclusive purview of skilled professionals. Instead, mapmaking
is conceptualized as a practice that is productive of new
meaning and discourse, allowing migrants to depict their own
understanding and experience of the journey (Dalton and Ma-
son-Deese 2012; Sweet and Ortiz Escalante 2017; also see
Fish 2021; Oslender 2021). For the ethnographer, it is not only
the map itself to be relevant, but the process and exchanges
around its making (Brigden 2018, 148-153).

3 | Conclusions

This article examined how the archive and the map show a
connected history and application from their modern under-
standing to their current usage across political projects and in-
terventions. In tracing this parallel, I did not attempt to unveil
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some essential qualities that are common to both. Instead, I
focused on their applications across different contexts, tracing a
connection that is rooted in the possibilities they open. In their
current use and conceptualization, maps and archives function
as generative instruments that have proven effective to express a
dissensus and build affirmative politics. As demonstrated, this is
particularly the case in the context of the politics of unautho-
rized migrations, where countermapping and the archive have
served as material instruments and concepts to challenge
contemporary border regimes.

I distinguished three main approaches to countermapping and
the archive in this context. Regardless of their structure and
aim, all these projects play a vital political role by documenting
mobility in a way that is apt to preserve and construct memories
of migration that are disqualified by institutional mediums and
representations. The value of these projects, however, is not the
quality of their maps and repositories as finite objects. Instead, it
is rooted in their ability to generate the conditions for new
thought and action, where maps and archives are instruments
across broader political projects and campaigns.

In this sense, the value of the archive, and ultimately its very
power, does not lie in the evidence of the past that it carries, as
much as in its ability to open new possibilities in the future. As
such, the archive is an especially powerful instrument in the
current political context, and one to which geographers may
contribute through their training and methods. This article,
therefore, is intended as a proposal for scholars wishing to work
on archival projects, and especially those willing to engage with,
reflect on, and critique the ideas presented here, while also
pursuing further work on both the archive and the map.
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