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ask (2010: 139). Eltis, Morgan and Richardson deny that they are seeking to
erase the skills and agency of Africans in the new world; they are pointing to
the asymmetries of power in the slave system (2010: 171) and if that database
on African origins is missing it is because it does not exist. The question of
the display of human agency versus the structure of the database and its
numerical imperatives (Hall 2010: 140) raises the vexed question about either
human or machine or human + machine. Yet it is clear that understanding
scholarly imperatives, the original data sources, and the aspirations of com
munities can be part of, at the same time, social relations around the
machine: a social machine that both limits and enables certain kinds of possi
bilities dependent on what we ask of it and where the information comes
from. Co-producing social machines with communities seems therefore to
offer new possibilities for reflection and understanding of the social relations
around the subsequent Atlantic world.
If we return to the original definition of Harvey and Press (1996: 22) that
databases are structured and stratified collections of interrelated data defined
by the logic of the field from which data was extracted, we can begin to observe
the relation between data of a slave database and its historical and geographical
origin and territory. But there is also the question of what Harvey and Press
call the 'pre-determined manner' of database construction designed to reflect
the territory from which the data is pulled (22). This immediately returns us
to the three problems that emerge in databases of the slave world. The origin,
production and governance of the data base is of course often 'pre-determined'
by the logical field from which it emerges and what we might call the natural
contours of its geographical and historical moment. The parameters of that
field are, however, the product of complex circulations of knowledge amongst
scholars in a discursive field hill of the capacity to define and exercise power.
This is not to say that the production of that field is pnrely fabricated or dis
cursive (Hudson 2000), but often the social relations and communities which
are the very population from which data emerges (or their dead) are the
object.rather than the subject of these definitions. The restriction of user input
(and sometimes access) to scholarly communities can often result in a data
base wielded upon and over populations rather than a resource useful to their
own self-definition and self-determination.
If we think about this 'pre-determination' and 'pre-definition' of databases
rather than 'self-determination' and 'self-definition', then the database is not just
a reflection of a natural field but a refraction of systems of power to determine
and define. If we are to take seriously the injunction that projects should be
global, inclusive and use identity-work to engage students, then it is necessary
to seriously think about the co-desi gn and the co-production of archives and
databases with communities. This w0uld then mean the 'co-determination'
and 'co-definition' of data fields and the parameters of databases, creating
new social machines that are hybrids of data with self-determined sets of
socialities and relations surrounding the use of those machines. The co-evolution
of the machine/sociality intersection would raise exciting new possibilities

around human-computer interactions as well as the interactions between
collections, archives, memory institutions, libraries and the multiple communities
of the living and the dead with which they are enmeshed.
One of the dangers of the co-design and co-production of databases is that
the intervention of non-scholastic communities into access/input of databases
could compromise the integrity and authority of both the inputted data and
the interpretive analytics performed upon that data. This is why databases
have to be genuinely co-produced and co-determined in formal and informal
partnerships between libraries, universities and the comm.unities of interest. In
terms of university/school collaborations this means developing genuine cur
riculum spaces for the use of slave databases and the development of what
might be called 'wild' or 'database play' sections of archives where materials
can be generated from within school groups as they 'play' with data and where
groups can curate, assemble and reassemble elements of the data collection to
create new assemblages of information and new narratives. There might be
genuine ethical aspects with 'playing' with the data of the Zong massacre. Yet
it is only through that play and manipulation of variables that we get some
sense of the historical resonance and reality of the data. This might help us to
come to terms with the official renditions of data and help support commu
nities in understanding the use of that data to uncover historical crimes,
identities, subjectivities and the revenants of our slave dead.

The spectrics of the dead
The absolute imperative to generate the demographic metrics of the dead of
slavery has to go hand in hand with understanding their spectric demo
graphies. Vrncent Brown (2008: 4) in his historical work on social death and
slavery has outlined the relationship between death, colonialism and accu
mulation. His story of the songs of slave women symbolically representing
death to their masters and promising retribution to them displays the fact that
the dead are still active participants in the world of the living (4). Further,
understanding the social relationships that mediate the living and the dead
means that the process of dying, the deposition of the body and the work
of mourning are essential facets of understanding the slave experience. As
Brown says:
Practices surrounding death are ultimately grounded in perceptions of the
unknowable and ineffable. Yet this is a story that can be told without
metaphysical speculation. Attitudes toward death often lie at the heart of
social conflict, and the dead are frequently objects of contention and
struggle. If research from the fields of demographic, cultural and social
history is drawn together, the practical ways that people make political
meaning of death can be observed, described, and, ultimately, fashioned
into a materialist history of the supernatural imagination.
(Brown 2008: 5)
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This materialist history then is one in which the metric and the spectric are
combined and Brown points very clearly to mortuary practices amongst slave
populations as reflecting customs, authorities and ancestries which become
particularly important as the dead become part of the social struggles and
contestations of the living (Brown 2008: 6). Mortuary practices and self
identity are therefore reflections on historical origins and political destinations:

allowed the women to publicly contemplate what it meant to be alive and
enslaved. The death rite thus enabled them to express and enact their
social values, to articulate their visions of what it was that bound them
together, made individuals among them unique, and separated this group
of people from others.
(Brown 2009: 1232)

When the transatlantic slave trade dragged African men, women, and
children into the grinding mills of American slavery, it shattered networks
of belonging that connected the newly born to the long dead. The survi
vors of millions of deadly journeys had to reconstitute their social worlds
wherever they landed.
(Brown 2008: 10)

The constant threat of trauma and 'oblivion' was one reason why so much of
the African-American experience became related to the ground of burial.
Ritual allowed for new relationships between ancestors and descendants and
ways of expressing trauma and loss marked in the very landscape itself. As
Brown further notes:

The elimination of the landscapes of ancestry sever those vertical links with
one's dead and the locations they are in ar_e displaced horizontally as the slave
ship moves over the horizon. Signilicantly, as Maya Angelou has pointed out,
this can create new modes of ethnogenesis, solidarity and togetherness (1995:
269-277) often based on new kinship identities of people who travelled with
each other as shipmates on the slavers and which persisted through the
generations.
Leslie M. Harris, in her critically important study of the African Burial
Ground of New York, has argued that the mortuary practices of the cemetery
were enmeshed in complex cultural syncretisms inherited from the ships and
the plantations from which the Africans had emerged.
The graves also demonstrated the ways enslaved African Americans
attempted to hold on to African cultural traditions and to incorporate
European traditions into their lives. Some graves contained cowrie shells;
others, the remains of British and American military uniforms ... the
cowrie shells were representative of the hope that the dead would return
to Africa in the afterlife.
(Harris 2003: 1; and see also Frohne 2015)
The decorations of cloth, textile and the body adornments will provide us
with one of the great metaphors of memory to which we will return in terms
of the warp and weft of human consciousness. But the process by which the
material body disappears and the ceremonial and ritual elements of that are
of profound importance for the African-American populations. As Vincent
Brown argues:
In fact, the funeral was an attempt to withstand the encroachment of
oblivion and to make social meaning from the threat of anomie. As a
final rite of passage and a ritual goodbye, the ceremony provided an
outlet for anguish and -an opportunity for commiseration. Yet it also

The funeral was an act of accounting, of reckoning, and therefore one
among the multitude of acts that made up the political history of Atl antic
slavery. This was politics conceived not as a conventional battle between
partisans, but as a struggle to define a social being that COllllected the
past and present. It could even be said that the event exemplified a poli
tics of history, which connects the politics of the enslaved to the p olitics
of their descendants.
(Brown 2009: 1233)
For Brown the social death of slaves was a 'by-product of corn.modification'
(Brown 2009: 1240). As cargo, goods, chattel, the slave was simply congealed
capital and potential labour. Our second slave ship displays these relation
ships very clearly. The Zong massacre became central to abolitionist discourse
and history due to the murder of its cargo for insurance purposes. Ian
Baucom, in his analysis of the spectral commodities and regimes of capital
has outlined the 'metrics' of the Zang:
Four hundred forty slaves. Four hundred forty items of property valued at
30 pounds .each. Thirteen thousand two hundred pounds. Four hundred
forty human beings. We know almost nothing of them, almost nothing of
Captain Collingwood's conduct in "acquiring them", almost nothing of
their entry, as individuals, into the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Not as indi
viduals. As "types" they are at least partially knowable, or imaginable.
Indeed what we know of the trans-Atlantic slave trade is that among the
other violences it :inflicted on millions of human beings was the violence of
becoming a "type": a type of person, or) terribly, not even that, a type of
nonperson, a type of property, a type of commodity, a type of money.
(Baucom 2005: 11)
What Baucom calls the 'speculative regime' of capital (Baucom 2005: 31) is
one which discards and discharges living bodies into the sea. One which then
haunted the abolitionist imaginary just as much as the Brookes. The

