Archival debts, high stakes, and intersubjectivities in trauma-informed approaches to archives of child sexual abuse 

Introduction
Trauma-informed practices are long established in relation to child sexual abuse (CSA), underpinned by approaches to psychological support, physical aftercare, and recovery that recognise the serious life-long impacts of adverse childhood experiences.[endnoteRef:1] Nevertheless, many CSA survivors have been (and continue to be) disempowered, disbelieved, silenced, and shamed by health, social care, police, and justice systems, as both children and adults.[endnoteRef:2] Harms have been reinscribed by the recordkeeping practices of these agencies, which centre institutions and professional interests and marginalise lived experiences and personal narratives.[endnoteRef:3] Records of abuse may never have been created; may have been lost through negligence; or destroyed under records retention schedules.[endnoteRef:4] Abuse often takes place in the home or other non-institutional settings and may not be disclosed until much later in life, leaving no contemporary trace. Accounts of abuse often surface in non-traditional, non-linear, and even non-textual forms: through autobiographies and memoirs; as strands in oral life histories; or through creative outputs when words fail or are insufficient.[endnoteRef:5] Thus, existing archives do not reflect the complexities of survivor experiences and perspectives; they constrain survivor-centred research; and limit fresh historical and present-day analyses of CSA as a public health crisis.  [1:  Reeves, “Synthesis,” 698; Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 96-97. ]  [2:  Faller, “Controversy,” 1; Allnock & Miller, No One Noticed.]  [3:  Beecher and Hoyle, “Acting on Behalf,” 1-3.]  [4:  Hoyle et al., “Recordkeeping,” 936.]  [5:  Faggioli and Harris, “Long Shadow.”] 


In this article we ask instead: What might survivor-centred archives of CSA look like? How might archives of survivance come into being and be sustained? We describe our initial attempts to form such counter-archives, centring CSA survivors in active, generative, and collaborative trauma-informed practices. We use the term ‘trauma-informed practice’ as set out in the UK government working definition. Namely, it is an approach to practice that arises from recognition of the multiple impacts of trauma on a person’s development, health and wellbeing. It prioritises trustworthiness, safety, choice, collaboration, empowerment, and cultural consideration when working with those affected by trauma, so as to reduce the risk of retraumatization.[endnoteRef:6]  Originally developed for use in health and social care interventions, the principles of trauma-informed practice are now widely deployed in work with the public, including in archival practice.[endnoteRef:7] [6:  Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, “Guidance.”]  [7:  Wright and Laurent, “Safety.”] 


Two case studies are discussed: the personal papers of survivor-activist Rasjidah St. John (1929-2017) and an archive of LOUDfence UK, a protest and healing movement for survivors of CSA in religious settings, originating in Australia and implanted in Britain in 2020.[endnoteRef:8] Through our respective work on a personal historical archive (Victoria Hoyle) and an archive of an ephemeral, evolving contemporary movement (Alana Harris), we explore survivor-centred approaches to creating, identifying, and depositing archives of CSA activism and our struggles with intellectual and relational questions about current and inter-generational debts, duties, and intersubjectivities. Both archives were constructed through collaboration - with activists; with family members; with archivists; and with our universities’ legal and ethics teams. We consider the positive and negative affordances of these complex, often fraught relationships, and the functional constraints they place on the mobilization of trauma-informed practices.  [8:  Chevous, Harris and Sobocki, “Solidarity Dance”; Harris, “Listening.” ] 


Throughout we reflect on an ethics of care and personal responsibility, as well as our affective responses during the projects. We strive to acknowledge our position as allies of survivors rather than victim/survivors ourselves, and the ‘regrettably hierarchical relationship’ that our privilege – as white, middle-class, full-time academics – places us in.  This article reveals the multiple ways in which our ‘bid to contribute to bringing this hierarchy to an end’ is a process of learning that is (and will always be) incomplete.[endnoteRef:9]  We bring to this process our respective expertise: Victoria is a historian and archivist, whose previous work has focused on the meanings and values of archival practices; Alana is a historian who deploys ethnography, oral history praxis, and creative approaches to materiality in her archival source assemblages. We have both worked on CSA histories and recordkeeping, in close collaboration with survivors, for the better part of a decade. However, we recognise that these professional and scholarly orientations can be limiting as well as supportive of our work. Our analyses draw upon calls within archival studies for trauma-informed approaches and harm-reduction when archiving sensitive and difficult material.[endnoteRef:10] Specifically, we aim to delineate approaches for collaboration with a specific community - survivors of CSA - where recordkeeping has ‘high-stakes.’[endnoteRef:11] While trauma ‘exists everywhere,’ as Wright and Laurent state, and trauma-informed archival practices have universal value for archivists, archive users, and researchers, the need to develop and apply them to work with survivors of sexual abuse and their archives is particularly acute.[endnoteRef:12] While extensive scholarship deals with issues of memory, trauma, and archives in relation to genocide, war, and human rights violations, this work does not take into account the specificities of CSA experience.[endnoteRef:13] Traditional archiving practices - where survivors are denied control of their narratives in records which are opaque or only contain the perspectives of people who failed to protect them - can replicate the fundamental deprivation of agency and autonomy during CSA. Survivors may also have experienced repeated institutional betrayals, which make seeking out and using archives high-risk activities in the first place. This is compounded when access protocols often force them to expose personal histories to strangers, who have ultimate authority over what will be preserved, seen, or shared.  Core principles such as safety, trust, transparency, choice, collaboration, and empowerment align closely with survivor concerns around consent, agency, confidentiality, and restorative justice. The influential and much deployed Survivors Voices Charter for Engaging Survivors and Survivor Involvement Ladder offer pithy and practical encapsulations of these precepts.[endnoteRef:14] Thus we speak of ‘stakeholders,’ a word which – despite an association with tokenistic bureaucratic consultation exercises – captures the investment and status of multiple parties in our work. Our aim is to begin mapping our vision of counter-archives of CSA that can hold the personal memories, collective traumas, creative responses, and reformist hopes of ‘high stakeholders.’ We conclude with the developing philosophy and ethical practices of our long-term collaborative project Remembering Together which aims to create the conditions for an expansive, assembled repository of liberatory memory and campaigning justice for survivors of child sexual violence and their allies.  [9:  Lawford-Smith and Tuckwell, “Ally,” 1.]  [10:  Wright and Laurent, “Safety”; Sexton, “Introducing the Legacies”; Payne, “Harm reduction.”]  [11:  Allard et al., “High-Stakes Recordkeeping,” 53-54. ]  [12:  Wright & Laurent, “Safety,” 40. ]  [13:  E.g. Caswell, “Survivor-centred”; Hawkes, Archiving Loss; Luft, “Broken World.”]  [14:  https://survivorsvoices.org/charter/; https://survivorsvoices.org/involvement-ladder. ] 

Child sexual abuse in the archive
Records of child sexual abuse do exist in the UK. As historians have demonstrated, legal, government, and media records can all be used to identify and make visible the multiple categories of sexual crimes against children which we now term ‘child sexual abuse.’[endnoteRef:15] The records of institutions and the state can be read against the grain to recover the histories of children and (to a lesser extent) adult survivors.[endnoteRef:16] However, these archives are limited by a number of factors.  [15:  Jackson, Child Sexual Abuse; Bingham, “British Press”; Delap, “Disclosures.”]  [16:  Beecher and Hoyle, “Acting on Behalf,” 4-5.  ] 


Principally, they have been (and continue to be) produced by agents of power within systems of social control and risk management which prioritise the interests and perspectives of parents, practitioners, state agencies, the police, and politicians (all of whom might also be perpetrators).[endnoteRef:17] These institutions and officials have exercised editorial control of the archive, at points of creation and subsequent preservation, meaning that we are only able to recover what has been deemed acceptable and necessary to know, presented in forms and formats that are rhetorically ‘legible.’ Given the persistent (and ongoing) failure of authoritative adults to listen to and take seriously disclosures of child sexual abuse, this inevitably produces a deficient archive. Even if a disclosure of sexual abuse was captured and investigated, the resulting record is unlikely to reflect the trauma and emotional and embodied experiences of the survivor. This can be seen in the profound disconnect between the archives submitted as evidence to the Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (2015-2022) and the oral testimonies of victim-survivors given to the accompanying Truth Project.[endnoteRef:18] Subsequently, oral testimonies given by survivors during legal or reparative proceedings are too often treated as ephemeral rather than archival. This has been most recently evidenced by the public outcry at the destruction of survivors’ interviews for the Republic of Ireland’s Mother and Baby Home Commission once their purpose as a legal document and aide memoir for official reports was fulfilled.[endnoteRef:19]  [17:  Rothberg, Implicated Subject.]  [18:  Jay et al., ‘Report.’]  [19:  Breathnach, “Shameful Chapter.”] 


Further, where archives of CSA do exist, their personal and sensitive nature means that access to them is strictly limited under data protection legislation. While confidentiality is essential in such cases, total closure means that our understanding of the harms of CSA over the last 100 years can only be informed by the reports and outcomes of official Inquiries in highly litigious and juridical settings. However, the evidence upon which these publications draw cannot be verified or scrutinised. Although survivors have the right to view records about their own experiences, the barriers to doing so are very high. The difficulties in identifying and accessing social care records (which have been widely researched in Australia, the UK and in other parts of Europe) are shared.[endnoteRef:20] Indeed, they frequently overlap, as children may have been abused in out-of-home care or taken into care because of abuse. Survivors must first know that such records exist and where they might be found – a challenge since most are inadequately organised or catalogued. Where records survive and can be navigated, systems and structures must then be in place to provide mediated access to them, which will involve the redaction of critical elements of the record such as the names of witnesses, practitioners, and even perpetrators. The experience of viewing such records is likely to be both upsetting and discordant with a survivor’s own memory.  [20:  Wilson, Musgrove and McGinniss, “Activism and Institutional Care.”] 


Consequently, there is a significant balance of ‘archival debt’ in relation to child sexual abuse. Such debt accrues where ‘records and people…have received less attention and care than they are due.’[endnoteRef:21] As Cuellar et al. have described, this debt often originates from ‘the hallmarks of patriarchal white supremacist culture, like power hoarding, objectivity, individualism, and defensiveness.’[endnoteRef:22] During participatory research workshops with survivors and their allies conducted by both Victoria and Alana during previous projects, archives and archival processes were repeatedly raised as a concern across multiple dimensions. The value and necessity of archives for self-narrative, for memory work, and for empowered embodiment were emphasised (Figure 1). At the same time, the barriers, negative affordances, and the violence of the archive as it is currently conceived and circumscribed were foregrounded (Figure 2). Survivor participants highlighted the lack of child-created records, as well as the impediments they faced from data protection and recordkeeping bureaucracies. The vital work that must be done by archivists and recordkeepers to make recompense for the archival debt within their institutional archives was noted. However, discussions coalesced around the need for, and possibility of, survivor-centred counter-archives – trauma-informed repositories of survivors’ voices, where experiences, feelings, expressive materiality, and memories might be preserved on their own terms. Such archives would not address archival debt through ‘repayment’ strategies but would generate new assets.   [21:  Chow, Douglas and Sheffield, “Archival Debt.”]  [22:  Cuellar et al., “Archival Debt,” 1-2. ] 
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Figure 1: Visual note from ‘(Re)sounding Silence: Active Listening as Activism against Abuse’ workshop, King’s College London, November 2022.

[image: A cartoon of a hand reaching out a file cabinet

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
[INSERT FIGURE 2]
Figure 2: Visual note from ‘Remembering Together: Histories of Child Sexual Abuse’ workshop, Birkbeck, University of London, December 2022. 

The creation and preservation of survivor-centred archives raise multiple and challenging questions. What trauma-informed frameworks are needed to integrate survivors’ diverse experiences, interests, and needs, to avoid reproducing archival inequities? Survivors are not homogenous in any dimension of identity; they are diverse in age, gender, sexuality, race, ethnicity, ability, belief, and opinion. They are at different stages of understanding and recovery from their experiences of abuse, which impact them variously over time.[endnoteRef:23] Over half of survivors of sexual abuse have also experienced other forms of childhood abuse, such as physical or emotional abuse, or witnessing adult violence in the home.[endnoteRef:24] Research shows that as a result, mental health and wellbeing may be effected, leading to PTSD and CPTSD, depression and anxiety conditions, eating disorders, and dissociative behaviours.[endnoteRef:25] While some survivors have developed mechanisms of resilience and integrated their experiences, others may be emotionally and psychologically vulnerable. Re-traumatization may occur when memories are revisited.  [23:  Jay et al., Report.]  [24:  Office of National Statistics, Child Sexual Abuse.]  [25:  Allnock et al., “Learning.”] 


How might understanding this intersectionality of CSA experience lead to a more inclusive, authentic, sensitive archive? There may be instances where inclusivity is tested, as when survivors share beliefs or opinions which are antithetical or offensive to those of others. Public discourse around child sexual abuse in the UK is frequently aligned with prejudicial narratives around race, religion, and gender identity. Conspiracy theories about sexual violence against children have also gained ground in recent years, associated with other social issues such as immigration and multi-culturalism and frequently make recourse to the trope of the ‘monstrous other.’[endnoteRef:26] How does a trauma-informed approach respond to these sense-making strategies, which may have meaning to some survivors? Conflicts may arise out of different approaches to action, expression, emotional repertoires, and the ‘right’ way of being a survivor. There may also be legal issues arising from survivor’s memories and testimonies, which can integrate information about other survivors without their knowledge, and about alleged perpetrators who have never been charged. How can such issues of confidentiality, consent, new disclosures, and cultural competence be encoded and sustained? These questions are heightened and compounded further when we take into account how information spreads via social media and online worlds. [26:  Clites, “Priests,” 2.] 

Methodology
We began to consider these questions through two pilot studies intended to generate learnings that could then be deployed to a broader range of survivor-centred archives. They were initially designed independently, before our current collaboration (which began in September 2024), but were formed around common concerns and questions.  Records of survivor-activism were selected as the starting point in our inquiries for two primary reasons: urgency and ethics. Survivors’ campaigning was (and remains) often transient and poorly funded, leaving no major archival deposits in the UK to date. Ephemeral remains can be found in the archives of larger campaigning and feminist organisations, but no single access point is available. Many records remain in private hands, in sheds, and on USB sticks. There is risk of irreparable loss as activists age or pass away. Archives are also routinely destroyed when small and grassroots organisations, under increasing financial pressure, merge or close. Without these records, the role that survivor-activists played in changing responses to CSA over the last 60 years are obscured. Dominant political and media narratives are perpetuated at the expense of ‘experts by experience’ whose persistent activism has been marginalised and undervalued. At the same time, by virtue of their activities, survivor-activists have already chosen to make their experiences of CSA public and have become, through campaigning, more accustomed to sharing their memories and articulating their feelings in a range of ways. Although this does not protect against re-traumatization, and individuals respond differently to an archival project (as demonstrated below), robust resilience mechanisms are already established, consent to certain disclosures has been sustained and tested in the field, and forms of psychological and emotional support are more likely to be in place.

Both projects use complimentary but distinctive ethnographic methods. Victoria’s project with the Rasjidah St. John takes an archival ethnographic approach, using the archive as a site of investigation. It combines a close reading of the archive as a constructed narrative of Rasjidah’s activism with autoethnographic reflection and an oral history interview with her family.[endnoteRef:27] It was granted ethical approval by the University of York Arts and Humanities Ethics Committee in July 2025. The LOUDfence project takes a participatory action ethnographic approach, digitally archiving the activist movement via ethnographic observation and photovoice capture of events and was further developed through oral history interviews. It was granted ethics permission at King’s College London in April 2024, after a contentious and complicated process (as discussed below). [27:  Punathil, “Archival Ethnography,” 321.] 


Case study 1: Rasjidah St. John (1929-2017)
Rasjidah Rebecca Valerie St. John (hereafter Rasjidah or RSJ) was a London-based feminist and survivor-activist who campaigned for CSA justice and prevention. In the early 1970s, after discovering a young family member's sexual abuse by a male relative, she made her own disclosure of intrafamilial CSA.[endnoteRef:28] In her reported words, these revelations caused her to 'rise up angry, and stay there,' galvanising thirty years of campaigning.[endnoteRef:29] During the late 1970s-early 1980s, she developed connections with women's information services and Rape Crisis centres. Subsequently, she founded and edited the Incest Survivor's Campaign newsletter and Incest and Child Sexual Assault newsletter, which became the Action Against Child Sexual Abuse newsletter in the mid-1990s. During this time Rasjidah became a key figure in London's survivor-activist movement, with extensive networks across survivor groups, support organisations, and social care advocates. From the early 1990s to the late 2000s she operated the Information Service on Incest and Child Sexual Abuse (ISICSA) from her flat, frequently taking phone calls from adult survivors of CSA seeking guidance and advice. She died in 2017 at the age of 87. [28:  Interview with RSJ Family.]  [29:  Ibid. ] 


Her executors, recognising the importance of her activism, retained her papers but without knowing where they might go or who might be interested in them. Victoria discovered Rasjidah through newsletters at Feminist Archive North in September 2023 while developing a project on the history of CSA activism – unaware, at the time, that Alana was also beginning to work in this area. After contacting the family via Rasjidah’s solicitors, the archive was temporarily deposited at the Borthwick Institute at the University of York in May 2024. It comprises four banker’s boxes and is currently kept in arrival order and packaging, including Asda shopping bags and reusable totes. Primarily paper-based with some photographs and digital media, around half is grey literature and ephemera that Rasjidah created or collected. The remainder includes diaries, notebooks, letters, and fragmentary autobiographical writings, the intended purpose of which is unclear. The papers reveal her complex, sometimes contradictory positions: resisting Lesbian feminism as central to 1980s women’s liberation, rejecting therapy as necessary for survivors in the 1990s, and later expressing Islamophobic views. Throughout, her personal writing is raw and unfiltered, and sometimes offensive or insensitive.

Case study 2: LOUDfence UK
LOUDfence (LF) started in Ballarat (Australia) in May 2015 in the context of the Royal Commission into Institutional Responses to Child Sexual Abuse.[endnoteRef:30] A local woman, Maureen ‘Mauz’ Hatcher, devised a simple and initially stand-alone community action to signal solidarity with victims and survivors of sexual violence.[endnoteRef:31] This DIY installation – the tying of coloured ribbons to speak ‘loudly’ to disavowal, denial, and silence – initially centred on a local Christian Brothers’ Catholic primary school, but soon spread to the secondary school gates, the diocesan Cathedral fence, and then home letterboxes, and community spaces within Ballarat and eventually around Australia. It has attained widespread recognition there as an instantly recognizable and powerful CSA witness and activist movement.[endnoteRef:32] [30:  McPhillips, “Soul Murder.”]  [31:  Interview with Mauz Hatcher.]  [32:  McDonald, “The Work of Acknowledgement.”] 


The first UK LF was held in Cumbria in November 2020 in protest against the Anglican Bishop of Carlisle by Antonia Sobocki, a Catholic survivor of familial abuse, and some older Anglican women neighbours in her village.[endnoteRef:33] More than thirty LF installations have since been held across England, Scotland and Wales, always undertaken with the permission and collaboration of church officials, safeguarding staff, and with some local victim-survivor involvement. The first UK LFs were initially in Anglican settings, with a few coordinated ecumenical Catholic-Anglican diocesan events, but the overwhelming majority of LFs have been in Catholic churches with the Bishop’s approval. The invitation of Antonia Sobocki (and another CSA activist, Maggie Mathews) to address the Pontifical Commission for the Protection of Minors and meet Pope Francis in September 2023 gave further impetus and imprimatur to these activities.[endnoteRef:34] Five years on, LF UK has evolved into a form of safeguarding ‘event’ but is also emerging as a ‘methodology’ – with a ritualized, non-eucharistic liturgy, an bespoke LF ‘hymn’, and creative use of Catholic iconography.[endnoteRef:35] Alana became aware of the LF UK movement in early 2023 through an academic collaboration with the survivor-led research organisation Survivors Voices and launched the ethnographic and digital archiving project in March 2024 (with a colleague, Professor Sarah-Jane Page from the University of Nottingham) to collect and analyze the photographs, creative materials, and survivor/ally testimonies generated by LF events. [33:  Chevous, Harris and Sobocki, “Solidarity Dance.”]  [34:  Vatican News, “Protection of Minors.”]  [35:  Caswell, “Survivor-centred”; Harris, “Listening.”] 

Archival debts and high stakes
The concept of a survivor-centred archive is ideologically powerful, as both a site and a reparative act, where those who have been silenced and rendered invisible may reclaim control and write their own records, informing new histories and restorative justice activities.[endnoteRef:36] The archive however, as a space of imprimatur and power, is a fraught imaginary for survivors: promising the authority to shape how stories are told and retold, centring their needs and those of their chosen communities, but accompanied by the threat of institutional co-option, contested ownership, and re-silencing by bureaucratic processes. There is also the risk of personal or familial exposure, re-traumatization, and emotional and physical harm. The survivor-centred archiving of child sexual abuse (or even involvement in archiving projects) holds within it the possibility of public scrutiny of deep hurts and personal narratives, whether now or in an unknown future.  [36:  Robinson-Sweet, “Truth and Reconciliation.”] 


While trauma-informed practice is a strengths-based approach that rightly focuses on the capacity of survivors for self-determination and decision-making, it must also account for the impacts of trauma and the vulnerabilities people live with. Survivors may find the prospect of having their experiences preserved an empowering prospect, without fully appreciating the nature of their consent or the long-term and varied uses to which their records may be put. Indeed, although trauma-informed practice cannot – and is not meant – to be a therapeutic mechanism, it may be perceived or received that way or integrated into activity which has reparative aspirations (see Alana’s experience with LF). 

In this context, the responsibilities for ensuring safety, building trust, and embedding co-production are complex and contingent. In the following discussion we explore how we have sought to integrate trauma-informed practices through our pilot studies, actively learning (and stumbling) while testing the limits of our personal capacity and institutional boundaries. We focus on two critical aspects of the projects: the management of relationships, and the development of ethical protocols. We unpack these problematics through heuristics and methodological practices chiefly developed by oral history practitioners in their applications of memory work: namely ‘intersubjectivity’ and ‘interpretative authority.’ We use the former term to describe the interaction between multiple subjectivities in the production of memory and meaning. In developing the concept in oral history, Lynn Abrams used it to ‘describe the way in which the subjectivity of each [interviewer and interviewee] is shaped by the encounter with the other.’[endnoteRef:37] Here we extend that use to include the interplay of subjectivities at work in archival creation and preservation. The notion of ‘interpretive authority’ extends this recognition of intersubjectivity beyond the creation of the oral history or archive itself to consider how the ‘authority’ to interpret and analysed can also be shared (or, more often, unevenly shared), building on the pioneering work of Michael Frisch. [37:  Abrams, Oral History Theory, 58.] 

Intersubjectivities: navigating interpersonal relationships
Every archive of CSA presents distinctive relational challenges that arise from the personal, political, and social sensitivities of the material. In our cases, for example, the fixed ‘historical’ nature of the RSJ bequest is distinguished from the evolution of the LF archive as part of an ongoing movement. Nevertheless, comparable issues arise from our responsibilities to survivors, the resulting interpersonal relationships, and the continued affiliation/disaffiliation of networks of family, friends, co-labourers, and groups. Our own personalities and positionalities as researchers and historian-archivists are further implicated, as we became involved in – and responsible for – the conception, co-production, and direction of the archives beyond their original contexts and intentions. In both cases, we have felt ourselves ethically accountable to varied ‘high-stakeholders’ – including the deceased and unknown third parties – and have been confronted and challenged by the emotional work wrapped into our academic endeavours.[endnoteRef:38]  [38:  Rickard, “More dangerous than therapy”; Hamilton, “Good Interviewer.” ] 


On the surface the identification and deposit of the RSJ archive appeared to be straightforward and without friction –its acquisition was an arms-length activity that did not constitute ‘research with human participants.’ As such, it was not originally subject to ethics scrutiny or permissions. Rasjidah’s executors - her closest living family members - were enthusiastic to secure a home for their aunt’s papers and have subsequently affirmed their gratitude at seeing them used as the subject of research. Functionally, temporary deposit at an archival institution until 2029 ensured the archive’s preservation and provided time and space to consider its long-term future. This was enabled by Victoria’s institutional affiliation, existing association with the repository, and professional leverage as a former archivist. However, the arrangement entailed the removal of the archive to a site 270 miles from the family, far from Rasjidah’s centre of operations. This is not without precedent – the archives of many London-based feminist organisations are held at the Women’s Library in Glasgow – but it created a logistical and psychological barrier between Rasjidah’s papers and the people and constituencies to whom they have most meaning. The continued respect and honour in which she is held by her family is palpable. In a family interview, one of her nieces began: ‘…all I can say is that that we love Rasjidah very much.’[endnoteRef:39] Victoria sat and conducted this interview at a table pre-set with family photographs and Rasjidah’s handwritten poems, atop a giant piece of paper upon which her family had charted a timeline of her life. It became clear as they talked that their life histories were entangled with Rasjidah’s, not only in the usual familial ways, but because of their experiences of CSA. The traumas contained within the archive – Rasjidah’s own and those of others involved in the movement – were the signifier of a longer and deeper familial history of abuse, resilience, and survival.  [39:  Interview with RSJ Family.] 


This speaks to the ways in which archives of CSA are not circumscribed or contained, because they embody historical wounds with intersubjective and intergenerational resonance.[endnoteRef:40] In other words, they arise out and are ascribed meaning as a result of shared – and unfinished – experiences. Although the RSJ archive appears to have a beginning – when Rasjidah ‘rose up angry’ – and an end with her death forty years later, this is an illusion that is anticipated by the normative ways in which traditional historical biographies are written and personal papers conceptualised.[endnoteRef:41]  The RSJ archive is an instance of archival emergence, where a set of experiences and relations which are otherwise marginalised or minoritised are made visible through activism (both Rasjidah’s as the creator, and Victoria’s as the historian-archivist). To some extent this is analogous to the effect of other categories of community and identity archives, combatting symbolic annihilation and providing a point of access to hidden narratives.[endnoteRef:42] However, the implications of this visibility are deeply relational – they resonate through the family, as the archive speaks not only to the traumas at the surface but also those which remain (and will be kept) below. The preservation of the archive creates tension by pulling on these bonds in ways which those who are implicated may not fully understand or imagine. Victoria saw this realization dawn during the family interview, when they began to comprehend the archive becoming public and more widely available. What had been an anticipated result from the perspective of an archivist, was a shock for the family. There was fresh recognition of how this might be received by Rasjidah’s distant relatives in Australia, where her experiences of abuse took place, and also how her campaigning work might be connected to the interviewees’ own life stories. Thus, as well as a survivor-centred asset laid down against the ‘archival debt,’ RSJ’s papers continue to be entangled in live relations, conflicts, and tensions which must be negotiated.  [40:  Chakarabarty, Provincializing Europe, 97, 99, 106–107.]  [41:  For an exploration of alternatives, see Wills, Missing Persons.]  [42:  Caswell, “Symbolic Annihilation,” 27-28. ] 


Trauma-informed principles of safety, transparency, and mutuality are clearly essential in such a case but have not been straightforward or intuitive to enact. Since the project was not subject to ethics clearance, there were few early prompts to discuss or reflect on the work with others; the mechanics of temporary deposit were allowed to proceed as if the archival case was self-evident. At first, Victoria was not aware of the multiple traumas which surrounded the archive, nor did she fully appreciate the family griefwork it embodied. This meant she could not be fully transparent about the potential effects or implications of her work on Rasjidah’s legacy at the outset but instead had to adapt as new information became available. This was damaging to the development of trust with the family, as new consequences to the relationship between the archive, the research project, and their lives (and own privacy) became apparent. At the same time, the difference between the progress of academic research and archival practice – which is slow – and the rapidly changing landscapes of feeling was stark. What felt like short breaks in interaction to Victoria were experienced as long silences and delay by the family. This impacted the flow of collaboration and was exacerbated by a geographic distance that meant in-person conversations could only be occasional. Meanwhile, emotions which had been initiated by previous interactions could mature, develop, and be discussed within the family. As the imagined act of archiving Rasjidah’s papers – a gesture of love and respect for their beloved aunt – confronted the realities and exposures of the process, experiences of trauma were revived and recirculated. 

Contrastingly, the interactions between Alana and the author of the LF repository, the LF UK ‘founder’ Antonia, were forged through six months of friendship and collaborative activism before the decision was taken to create a repository. The translation from an ad hoc collecting initiative into a formal and funded research project (with ethics clearance) has been complex and emotionally challenging. Alana found herself drawing extensively on principles gleaned from her two decades as an oral history practitioner, and particularly the concept of intersubjectivity – here understood as the co-creation of an archival ‘narrative’ between the parties, where the subjectivity of each is shaped by dialogue and encounter – to negotiate evolving, frayed, and increasingly triangulated relationships.

Alana’s introduction to Antonia through shared networks and mutual friends from the outset configured the repository creation on a markedly different footing to the RSJ case study. Some of the earliest material intended for the archive had been created by Alana herself (messages, ribbons and ephemera photographs, social media posts) and her deepening friendship with Antonia and first-hand familiarity with the rich survivor testimony generated at each LF event prompted her enthusiasm and repeated recommendation of legacy preservation and impact evaluation. Stakeholder consent to this proposal was thereby advance engineered and virtually assured as – at the point of submission of an internal University funding proposal and ethics application – Alana was the Chair of the LF CIC Advisory Board. The benefits of mobilising Alana’s paid research time (alongside her volunteering contributions) and accessing University resources and infrastructure was compelling, and the LF’s Board’s assent to transition into a research project was unanimous.

Influenced by well-established feminist writings on intersubjectivity – not least Judith Herman’s trauma-informed research on sexual violence praising ‘investigators labor[ing] close to their subjects’ and ‘frankly honor[ing] their emotional connection with their informants’ – Alana prepared the lengthy ‘high risk’ ethics application.[endnoteRef:43] She acknowledged her implicated positionality and reflected on her simultaneous etic and emic status – and crafted her response to questions about participant vulnerabilities, project mitigations, and safeguards with reference to her standing and investment as a ‘stakeholder’ to guarantee such protections. A robust seam of oral history historiography has fundamentally defanged the chimera of ‘scholarly neutrality’ and, as Tooth Murphy has compellingly chartered in their study of ‘listening in and listening out’, insider status (and its constant modulations) is viewed by most practitioners as a legitimate basis for recruitment within vulnerable communities in particular where safety, trust, and rapport are critical.[endnoteRef:44] Field-defining feminist scholar Ann Oakley’s suggestive reflections on qualitative research praxis and the role of ‘gift’ and ‘friendship’ in co-production underpinned the detailed account Alana gave of her ‘recruitment practices’, ‘data collection’, ‘gatekeepers’, and ‘incentivization’ within the paperwork submitted in December 2023.[endnoteRef:45]  [43:  Herman, Trauma and Recovery, 40; Summerfield, “Dis/composing the Subject”; Gluck and Patai, Women’s
Words.]  [44:  Tooth Murphy, “Listening In, Listening Out,” 37.]  [45:  Oakley “Interviewing Women.”] 


Two months later, her application was refused by the College’s Ethics Committee, citing ‘significant concerns’ about the ‘dual role of the researcher’ and outlining the need to ‘create clear boundaries to negate any confusion’ and ‘remove any perception of undue influence’. Following this set back – greeted with consternation by all on the LF Advisory Board and impacting on delivery of now-funded activities – the process to secure ethics permission continued to be contentious and protracted. Following two further permission emendations, Alana resigned her role on the Board; agreed to wear her Staff lanyard to LF events; and was required to signal ‘the secure nature of the research environment’ through affixing a formal notice of research activity at each LF event. This poster – starkly incongruent when displayed amidst colourful ribbons and personal messages of CSA testimony and solidarity – was on university letterhead, densely worded with serial numbers and complaints mechanisms, and featured ‘researcher’ portraits for ‘identification purposes.’ The bitter irony of this photographic foregrounding of the research team – at a public event celebrating ‘truth telling’ and intended to amplify the sentiments and stories of victim-survivors – was compounded by curtailment and containment of data collection from human participants. Digital archival records generated by fieldwork at LF events must be confined to material objects (ribbons, messages, installation images) and the (archived) fieldnotes of event activities must be anonymised. Any photographic recordings of participants or their bodies should be incidental and non-identifiable (hands, feet, the back of heads) and any photographs of the LF organisers themselves must be sanctioned by express verbal consent. On one memorable occasion when a victim-survivor attending a LF wanted to provide her verbal testimony for the archive – a request Alana could not officially grant as a ‘cooling off’ period of a week was mandated before an oral history interview could be taken (‘to ensure sufficient time and agency to consider how their data will be used’) – the survivor’s chastening retort was: ‘Is your institution seeking to silence me again?’ As Chatterton, Hodkinson and Pickerill have explored in their reflexive account of the ‘good intentions’ and ‘messy’ realties of scholar activism, constraints placed on academics by risk management, promotional advancement, and grant capture imperatives cut against participatory methods and shared ownership practices. For them – as for Alana – this generates tensions and frustrations, damages trust, and potentially disempowers or even dispossesses those with lived experience.[endnoteRef:46] In adhering to her ethics clearance Alana has been required to draw – and occasionally police – new boundaries in her relationships with Antonia and the LF Advisory Board members. While the reasons for these relational adjustments have been intellectually understood and pragmatically accepted, emotional reactions and trauma triggers have been activated too. The strains on an interpersonal dynamic foundational to the archive’s creation, and pivotal to its continued acquisition, have been multiple and, at times, almost irreparable.  [46:  Chatterton, Hodkinson and Pickerill, “Beyond Scholar Activism.”] 


Interpretative authority, consent, and ownership
In contrast, the initial phases of Victoria’s work on Rasjidah’s archive did not require university imprimatur or ethics approval as it related to the papers of a deceased historical subject. This is a standard exemption for research with archives, although as historians have pointed out, archival work is imbricated with ethical and moral implications which are not adequately accounted for.[endnoteRef:47] This is especially true for contemporary historians: people who knew Rasjidah care deeply about how she is remembered and represented in the world, and they may also have a vested interest in how those memories are mobilised and circulated in society. Victoria was concerned to take an approach to the treatment of the archive which took this into account, and which acknowledged, first and foremost, Rasjidah’s agency while alive and her inability to consent and make choices posthumously. Not only is choice a key pillar of trauma-informed practice, but demands for autonomy and agency in recordkeeping relating to adverse childhood experience has been well established in research in analogous contexts, such as out-of-home care in Australia and Canada.[endnoteRef:48] In this case we are no longer able to justify the decision to retain and research with her personal papers with reference to her explicit wishes; nor can we collaborate with her in the archive’s management and future use, as we would under a co-productive or community-based model. In the absence of an agreement with Rasjidah, Victoria first sought guidance through the papers themselves, considering whether the ways in which they embodied or materially signalled a desire for preservation and circulation.  [47:  See Fox, ‘Archival Intimacies.”]  [48:  Evans et al., “Archival Autonomy”; McCracken and Hogan, “Residential school.”] 


As early as 1996, Rasjidah became concerned with the preservation of the history of the survivor movement. Writing in the Action Against Child Sexual Abuse Newsletter, she asked fellow activists to send her their records and accounts to produce a ‘comprehensive history’ of the CSA voluntary sector, beginning with the establishment of London Rape Crisis in 1975. She imagined this history would include ‘describing the growing awareness in the Women’s Movement of the high incidence of child sexual abuse, the development of different self-help and support groups, crisis lines and other services set up around the UK.’[endnoteRef:49] It is not clear that this project ever progressed. However, the impetus remained. In an unpublished reflective account of her work written in January 2000, Rasjidah noted the lack of collective memory in CSA activism:  [49:  Action Against CSA Newsletter, 1] 


…most people today are as ignorant about the subject as everyone was in 1980. All the work, the self-help groups, the books, the news items, the TV documentaries, seem to have made no impact at all. Marches, newsletters. Even survivors who come along and want to start something up believe that they are the first - that nothing at all has ever been done.[endnoteRef:50] [50:  RSJ Archive, Autobiographical note fragment, 9 Jan 2000, Box 1. ] 


She feared that: ‘It may well be that today’s victims will decide to do as our grandmothers did, tell NO ONE. So that again the textbooks will say “it never happens, Freud was right, girls just imagine these things, the little minxes.”’[endnoteRef:51] Towards the end of her life, Rasjidah organised her activist papers into labelled file folders, bags, and boxes.[endnoteRef:52] This appears to have been an intentional archival impulse to combat the loss of memory because, at the same time, she systematically cleared her house of books and other belongings. The centrality of her activism and her archive to her life is reflected in the display of her papers that was arranged for mourners at her funeral.[endnoteRef:53]  [51:  Ibid. ]  [52:  Interview with RSJ Family.]  [53:  Ibid. ] 


In this way, Rasjidah’s archive speaks to and prefigures its future: it was left behind for others, presumably in the knowledge that it might be looked at. However, this does not mean that she imagined her archive in its current circumstances, held by a University in the north of England and used as the basis for a project on trauma-informed archiving and histories of CSA activism. For legal consent to this, Victoria must rely on her executors who are, as discussed, implicated in the archive in their own complex and personal ways. Although they are its legal arbiters, they are guided by Victoria and their sense of her expertise; this, in turn, places an onus on Victoria to make suggestions as to the disposition and treatment of the records. Her own needs and desires as a researcher –the horizons of possibilities she can imagine; the pressures to publish and to produce impactful scholarship – become as explicit in the future of Rasjidah’s archival legacy as Rasjidah’s implied permission and her family’s signature on the deposit agreement. This is not only an ethical responsibility but an emotional one, bound together with the interpersonal and inter-relational concerns that circulate the treatment of the archive. 

Further, Rasjidah, her family, and Victoria are not the only ‘high stakeholders.’ There are also many other survivors in the archive: those who corresponded with Rasjidah or whose names and experiences she wrote down in her telephone logs; those who were featured in her many newsletters or who were named in the media reports that she assiduously cut from newspapers. Even when people consented for their names and experiences of CSA to be made public at the time, in the 1980s or 1990s, they could not have imagined becoming part of this aggregation of CSA records in the twenty-first century. They could not have envisioned item cataloguing, digitization, online access, funded projects, and the scrutiny of historians. While this is generally true of all those whose lives are captured in the archive without their explicit knowledge, the ethical bar is higher when the information pertains to crimes against children and sexual trauma where exploitation and non-consent characterize the original injustice. Oral historians have long reflected on the practical dilemmas of inadvertent third-party disclosures and the prioritization of informed consent over repository creation, especially in the case of marginalized groups.[endnoteRef:54] Given the impossibility of asking Rasjidah or identifying and contacting every person mentioned, Victoria is now engaged in collaborative and participatory decision-making with contemporary survivor groups, exploring what approaches to an archive of this kind should look like from the perspective of those who may find themselves similarly identified one day.   [54:  Sheftel and Zembrzycki, “Who’s Afraid of Oral History?”; Traies, “The Perils of the Recording.”] 


Differently freighted questions about shared ownership and interpretative authority arise in the case of the LF archive which, from its genesis and through its rapid growth, bears all the hallmarks and activist priorities of Antonia as its charismatic founder and central protagonist. There are considerable ambiguities and tensions surrounding the ownership and identity of this archival assemblage though, which contains digital materials with varied provenance. On more than one occasion, when introducing Alana to an officiating priest or diocesan safeguarder at an event, Antonia contextualized her presence by saying: ‘These are the academics creating my archive.’ Before ethics permission transferred from King’s College London to the University of Nottingham (mandated to secure follow-on funding), an additional ‘data collection consent’ was required for each LF event to be signed by the ‘host’. This vital paperwork required Antonia’s assistance as a liaison and ‘gatekeeper’, as Alana plays no direct role in planning or fostering trust relationships around an event. Her capacity to offer effective reassurances to a host that academic fieldwork will be sensitive, unobtrusive, and non-disruptive was therefore hampered by organizational distance and her funded scholarly outputs remain highly dependent on this partnership. The oral history literature on ‘shared authority’ and interpretative power builds on Frisch’s pioneering reflections on academic-community hierarchies and researcher elitism. The asymmetrical relationship negotiated was, in some ways, the inverse of the typical dynamic contemplated in the literature and fluctuated considerably over time.[endnoteRef:55]  [55:  Frisch, A Shared Authority.] 


In navigating these unchartered and choppy waters through the emergent oral history heuristic of ‘sharing authority,’ the presence of these mostly silent but immensely powerful third parties loom large.[endnoteRef:56] Undergirding all these practical, intellectual, emotional, and interpersonal conundrums about interpretative agency are two Universities and their legal and technical matrices. As codified in the collaborative agreement created in May 2024, a digital, non-public archive of a movement ‘giving visibility and voice to CSA survivors and their allies in Catholic and Anglican Churches’ has been created between the University and LOUDfence CIC. Further agreements – covering intellectual properties, liability and indemnities, and data control – give structure to the collaborative partnership (slightly differently configured by King’s and Nottingham) but agree that its ‘results’ (defined as ‘improvements’ to intellectual property) will be jointly owned with an equal and undivided ownership. Alana is unclear whether the accessioning and cataloguing of photographs (taken by Antonia or others before the commencement of ethics-cleared research) would now belong to the archive, under the guise of an ‘improvement, enhancement, adaptation or modification’ of background research data and IP. Under the data sharing agreement, only Alana is eligible to be a ‘data controller’ (with liability for data protection and breaches) and mandated storage is on the institution’s Sharepoint platform. The University of Nottingham has a similar arrangement in place for materials created/collected for the fieldwork period it funded, and the academic team has negotiated these potentially competing claims to ownership by duplicating materials and creating two identical Sharepoint archives. Neither repository is currently accessible to Antonia or LB Board members though, as they do not have institutional emails and password authentication software to log into the folders and files. These organizational disparities in professionalized advice, infrastructure, salaried labour time, and authority markers are unsettling and demonstrate the unforeseen consequences and compromises required from Alana in seeking to blend her voluntarist activism with her teaching and research agendas, and the need to access funding from two University institutions. From our initial aspirations to ‘symmetrical intersubjectivity’, as explored by Caswell and Robinson-Sweet, there is a need for vigilance around the specter of ‘credentialed academics min[ing] minoritized community members as sources.’[endnoteRef:57] In acknowledging her fears about these hierarchies, inequalities, and legal ambiguities, Alana is tempted to concur with those who conclude that shared authority with our community partners might be an ‘impossible goal.’[endnoteRef:58]  [56:  Tureby and Olsson, “Revisiting Shared Authority.”]  [57:  Caswell and Robinson-Sweet, ‘Importance of Symmetrical Intersubjectivity,” 195.]  [58:  Sitzia, “An Impossible Goal,” 87; Olsson, “Being a good scholar.”] 


We agonize too about when – and how – to translate our research findings into publications. In line with principles of co-production and mutuality, we have prioritized timely dissemination of insights into accessible and freely-available, open access formats.[endnoteRef:59] Nevertheless, forthcoming and more traditional outputs might have recourse to alienating conceptual frameworks or reach challenging (or even potentially distressing) conclusions. Alongside our prioritization of an ethics of care for our partners, we are also committed to restorative justice principles and collective survivor-led research agendas. Alana is acutely aware of the considerable risks and emotional costs of (always likely) interpretative conflict around qualitative materials.[endnoteRef:60] In the production of scholarship on CSA though, there is not only the potential of misrecognition or contradiction of academic interpretations (potentially leading to relationship breakdowns), but also the ‘high stakes’ subjective risks of unintended re-traumatization, emotional harm, and collective damage to a fledgling, stigmatized, and unresourced movement.[endnoteRef:61] As Olsson has explored in a recent, provocative piece on interpretative authority, might we need to choose between ‘being a good scholar or a good person?’[endnoteRef:62]   [59:  For example, Debney and Harris, “Praying.”]  [60:  Borland, “Interpretive Conflict”; Fobear, “Do you Understand?”]  [61:  Yow, “Do I Like Them Too Much?”]  [62:  Olsson, “Being a Good Scholar.”] 


Conclusion
Our case studies demonstrate the relevance of thinking through the implications and impacts of trauma not only on approaches to and practices of archiving CSA, but on the conditions and interpretative possibilities of the CSA archive itself. While we find the principles of trauma-informed practice a critical starting point in our work, they are repeatedly pushed and challenged by the specificities of working in the context of (and with the content of) sexual violence. The multiple and resonating effects of trauma as they play out in relationships and activities present fundamental ethical and emotional dilemmas which cannot be straightforwardly resolved but must be held and negotiated. Archivists and researchers require a range of theoretical and practical tools to navigate this process. Some of these can be found in existing feminist and liberatory scholarship that draws on ethics of care and oral history methodologies. Survivor-led research guidance, including Survivors Voices resources, offer initial roadmaps, and some institutional safeguards and guidelines are becoming available. 

However, as we have demonstrated, institutional structures and ethical processes cleave to ways of approaching archives that do not account for the breadth and depth of interactions with survivors, or the personal challenges of this kind of research and practice. Relationships between practitioners and researchers and survivors and their families are tested when they come under the scrutiny and oversight of institutions. In both pilot studies, our research practice is subject to university rules and external obligations in terms of copyright and intellectual property agreements, data protection and privacy laws, and third-party and contractual obligations. This brings other actors with differing objectives into the relational matrix, with priorities that tend to be more instrumentalist, and extractive than trauma-informed and emancipatory. Risk reduction, reputation management, ‘value for money,’ and the protection of property and capital are more overarching concerns. For Alana, securing the necessary permissions, and adhering to their prescriptions, have raised contentious conceptual questions about symmetrical intersubjectivity, ‘insider’ status, and ongoing emotional containment and regulation through boundary work. For Victoria, a converse lack of recognition of the necessity of ethical support had similar effects.  

Universally, consideration of relational and emotional needs, human responsiveness, mutual aid, and the asking for, and giving of, trust and care are not provided for (indeed perhaps discouraged) and, in any case, cannot be defined and stipulated. They must be lived and felt. Although this type of archival practice and research – co-produced with partners with lived experience – is increasingly sought by funders and institutions (both academic and otherwise), neither ethical understanding nor the provision and administration of practical resources has kept pace. This leaves researchers and archivists fighting on two fronts: against the bureaucracy and standards which constrain their ability to build partnerships and to co-produce archives and research; and with the difficulty of identifying and maintaining personal and emotional boundaries without adequate psychological support. Consequently, all those who work with archives of trauma are vulnerable and exposed to trauma, but none more so than the survivors themselves. 

Our parallel work on the RSJ and LF archives generated our UKRI funded project Remembering Together (Feb 2026-Jan 2028), which will produce an archiving toolkit for records of child sexual abuse activism. It will further explore the ethical and emotional challenges outlined here, in collaboration with current survivor-activists and organisations, to produce detailed protocols and instructions, with case examples, to be used by survivors, archivists, and researchers to support archival creation, preservation, and discovery. As part of this process, we will continue to expand our understanding of current trauma-informed archival principles, advocating that a specific and nuanced approach to archives of sexual violence and childhood trauma is urgently needed. We are already convinced, drawing on our pilot research, that such a toolkit requires academic-activism; action-based, participatory research methods; and co-ordinated, collaborative, and inherently interdisciplinary exploratory scholarship. Our vision is to honour the right of survivors to be heard in and through their archives, using our privileged position as academics and survivor allies to pay down a small part of society’s ‘archival debt.’


Notes
[endnotes are at the end of the document, as formatted by Word.]
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