Affirm the secretive nature of the archive- it’s key to avoid cooption and make liberation possible
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The phenomenon of secrets in the archive that can never be revealed, then, points to a multifarious multiplication of the unknowable. The court often made these multiplications, but they were also made against the power of the judiciary. White ignorance about black political strivings was thus not just born of the manipulations of interrogations through tortures, redactions, or dismissals of testimonies. It was just as surely achieved through the conscious attempts on the part of black and nonwhite subjects to avoid what Derrida refers to as the “violence of the archive,” the drive or perceived necessity to archive the past as a way of keeping at bay the always present, heterogeneous, and unpredictable threat of irretrievable loss.48 The horizon of what philosopher Charles Mills has labeled “white ignorance” is thus not necessarily reducible to deliberate inversions of knowledge into not knowing; though deliberate or not, the result is still a scene of disavowal.49 The issue seems to turn on who disavows what, and what those disavowals tell us about the limits or excesses of power. When João de Deus refused to answer questions, for example, and effectively bought time for the gunman Luís Pires to escape, he disavowed the notion that his arrest necessarily had to mean the end of the movement. The effect of this process, then, was that judges remained ignorant of the whereabouts of one of the principal organizers of the movement, so they could never capture or know the full extent of the conspiracy and its supporters. On the other hand, when judges assigned a death sentence to Luís Pires in absentia and condemned all of his progeny and lineage to eternal infamy, they disavowed that his physical absence could hamper their performance.50 With one eye on promotions and another eye on punishing subordinates of African descent, colonial magistrates were both willing to record their frustrations with the secrets kept by rebels and happy to advance their careers on the basis of these same secrets. Thus, a contradiction appears to emerge in this moment: the secrets of a movement led by men of African descent are never recovered or fully disclosed but are nevertheless punished publicly. However, the secret methods and interrogations that the magistrates used to conclude that Luís Pires and others were guilty were also never fully disclosed to the public. Thus, the secrets of conspirators and judges ultimately return us to the issue of the public and to how control over public opinion by both elites and subalterns depended on secrecy. There is much at stake in pushing beyond the fascination with trying to uncover the contents of the innumerable secrets that live in archives of colonial slavery and resistance. Perhaps, instead of reading every silence or silenced black rebel for clues or details regarding his true intentions and purposes, we should rather focus on how those secrets aided future subaltern political formations or future governing practices in the case of judges and officials. Disassociating secrecy from recovery may thus be a way toward opening up further space for research on black publics and politics under colonialism that understands the multiplication and maintenance of secrecy as an integral component of protecting and furthering the project of writing histories of black intellectual production and critical thought. 
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