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Archival Speculation in the Work of Michelle Cliff” 
 
In an essay on the relationship between history and fiction, the poet, novelist, translator, 
historian and essayist Michelle Cliff recounts how, in January 1923, a white mob terrorized 
the black town of Rosewood, Florida. After the attack, Rosewood was razed to the ground; it 
survives today as a single home, with a sign bearing its name. Cliff reflects on this 
speechless archive: 

 
The books record no evidence of Rosewood or what happened there, or 
elsewhere. How do we capture the history that remains only to be imagined?...In 
my mind I erect a scaffolding; I attempt to describe what has not been described. I 
try to build a story on the most delicate of remains (“History as Fiction” 196). 

 
By asking how we might “capture” alternative histories that remain “only to be imagined,” this 
passage reveals much about Cliff’s interest in historical fiction. In particular, I contend Cliff’s 
1993 novel Free Enterprise offers a uniquely diasporic approach to historiography that sees 
archives as a site for powerful speculative practices. Over and above their semantic and 
documentary content, Free Enterprise emphasizes the material properties of archives to reframe 
inscrutable artifacts as testimonies to alternate public histories. Cliff thus challenges not only the 
narrative structures of written history (in keeping with Hayden White), but also “mediated” 
history more generally, which describes the creation, arrangement and preservation of media that 
constitute the a priori ground for self-recognition as a politically actionable public. As a result, 
Free Enterprise functions as an “archival interface,” or novel-archive complex, which unsettles 
the historical time of state archives through its unusually direct focus on the physicality of 
archives. By connecting archival practices to political ideation, Cliff underscores the ties 
between media survival and social visibility, especially for historically marginalized migrant 
communities. 

 
 


