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The Custodial 
Continuum



Community of Community 
Archives These [community] archives are 

independent, grassroots alternatives 
to mainstream repositories through 
which communities make collective 
decisions about what is of enduring 
value to them, shape collective 
memory of their own pasts, and 
control the means through which 
stories about their past are 
constructed.

Let the People Lead: Supporting 
sustainability vs. dependency 
models for funding community 
based archives

Bergis Jules on medium.com (2017)



Institutional Archives



Racial 
Controversies at 
UNC

• Nikole Hannah-Jones Tenure 
(2021)

• Settlement to Sons of 
Confederate Veterans (2019)

• Confederate Monument, Silent 
Sam (2018)

• UNC Center for Civil Rights 
closed (2017)



The Archivist for the 
Lost Cause

• "In the first half of the 20th century, [Hamilton] held 
an endowed professorship and chaired the history 
department that now wants his name off its building. 
His claim to fame: In 1930, he founded UNC’s 
Southern Historical Collection. It’s located in Wilson 
Library, a five-minute walk from Hamilton Hall. Today, 
with 20 million documents—including plantation 
records, diaries, letters, speeches, and manuscripts—
the collection is considered one of the world’s 
premier archives of U.S. Southern history."



University Librarian, 
Elaine Westbrooks

[The Southern Historical 
Collection] was dedicated to 
the glorification of the 
Confederate aristocracy while 
ignoring, minimizing, and even 
erasing the Black experience in 
the South

"The Archivist for the Lost 
Cause" article





"…..collections end up in college and universities as the only one of its kind culturally or 
racially. In many ways, it’s out of context. Let me explain what I mean by that. Cultural 
institutions that have one or two Black, queer, or women’s collections can’t adequately reveal 
the nuances or particularities of said individual, organization, or institution. Those collections 
end up becoming unique or special, and they are, but in an institution filled with similar 
collections and other kinds of contextual materials, they become more than special; they 
become legible in profound ways. James Baldwin, Lorraine Hansberry, Julian Mayfield, Alice 
Childress, Ossie Davis, and Ruby Dee, among others, were all part of the Black Left in the 
1950s and 1960s and are at the Schomburg Center. Reading their scripts, letters, and 
considering [how] their creative lives and activist works resonate with each other, offer 
powerful contexts that make less sense in larger, white institutions where they may have one 
or two Black collections".

https://losscaptureproject.cargo.site/Ancestor-and-Descendant-A-Conversation-with-Steven-
G-Fullwood



The Grant 
(Mellon 

Foundation)



"….The overarching three-year objective 
is to refine a transferable community-
driven archives model while 
documenting practices and developing 
tools for communities and practitioners 
in this rapidly evolving field of archival 
practice. Those practices will be derived 
in large part from the four distinctive 
community-driven archives projects with 
diverse aims in which we are currently 
engaged. This grant will increase our 
staffing capacity to service these projects
and allow us to finish the Partnership 
Cycle of a least three of our current 
projects.... "

From our 2017 Mellon Grant Proposal



Original
Community 
Champions

San Antonio African American Community
Archive and Museum (SAAACAM)
Signature Deliverable: Independent Community Archive

Historically Black Towns and Settlements Alliance (HBTSA)
Signature Deliverable: Resources and Training

Appalachian Student Health Coalition (ASHC)
Signature Deliverable: Website

Eastern Kentucky African American Migration Project (EKAAMP)
Signature Deliverable: Traveling Exhibition



Is that what community driven archives are?

• Project Selection?

• Capacity of Librarians?

• Measuring impact?

• Librarian Burnout?

• How does information flow?

• Institutional Barriers

• Is this sustainable?

• Resource Scarcity?

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-NC.



Seedlings 
Connect to 
Pilot PartnersUNC





Memorable Moments
• Princeville, North Carolina

• Shaw, Mississippi

• Yucatan Peninsula, Mexico



The Outcomes





New Success Metrics

• Did communities feel more confident in 
their ability to capture their stories?

• Were community members excited to 
have tools and connect with each 
other?

• Did communities understand why this 
work was important and the impact 
they could have on collective memory?

• Were community members happy to 
have someone take an interest in their 
lives and experiences?



Patchwork 
Quilt

• Community organizations

• public libraries

• community colleges

• local history museums

• academic libraries

• regional museums

• national libraries



Web-Based Toolkit

https://blogs.lib.unc.edu/community-
driven-archives/





Core User Group Description Example

Community Archives 
Projects

Groups of people who are part of communities, 
namely communities who have been historically 
underrepresented in traditional or mainstream 
histories and institutional archives.

San Antonio African 
American Community 
Archive and Museum

Individual History 
Keepers

Individuals who are deeply invested in researching 
and preserving the history of their own family, 
organization, and/or community.

Genealogist

Archival Institutions LAM Practitioners at university or research libraries 
and/or archives of historical materials. In addition, 
this includes researchers and educators, including 
students, staff, and faculty connected to institutions

Southern Historical 
Collection

Individual Researchers Individuals who wish to engage with community 
archival collections and community archives projects 
in support of their own endeavors, including those 
that aim tolift upand amplify marginalized histories.

Journalist





Resource Category Description Example

Archival Concepts (14) General ideas and frameworks
that shape the field of archives

Gift agreement template

Archival Skills (9) Tangible skills related to archiving 
that you can practice and get 
better at over time 

Oral History question cards

Storytelling (11) The piecing together of archival 
items to share compelling 
narratives

Webinar on producing a 
documentary

Sustaining Archive (9) The internal and external work to 
ensure that archival materials will 
be available for the next 
generation

Checklist for evaluating an 
institutional partner



Web-Based Toolkit

https://blogs.lib.unc.edu/community-
driven-archives/



Community-Driven

• Exploring Post-Custodial methods with 
Communities in Latin America – University 
of Texas at Austin

• Exploring the Intersection of Community 
Archives and Ethnic Studies Theory and 
Practice – University of California, Irvine

• Working with communities to redefine the 
traditional definition and function of an 
Archive – Arizona State University



"The 
Revolution will 
not be 
Televised"

This Photo by Unknown author is licensed under CC BY-NC.



Vision for the Anti-Racism Center at 
American University – Ibram Kendi

• Agree that it is policy, not people

• Identify inequality and its intersections/manifestations

• Investigate and uncover the racist policies

• Invent or find a policy that can eliminate inequity

• Figure out who has the power to implement new policy

• Talk/educate about old and new ways

• Build coalition to enact policy



Wilson Library meets Community Driven Archives

Discussion Themes

• Resources

• Ownership

• Empowerment

• Power

• Community Methods

• Relationships

Tensions Surfaced

• Need to say no to work beyond our 
capacity vs. Need for flexibility

• New work vs. Need to complete 
existing work

• Institutional reckoning work vs. 
Community work as reckoning work

• Violence of extraction vs. Violence of 
exclusion

This  Photo by Unknown author is l icensed under CC 
BY-SA-NC.



The Opportunities



Potential Areas for 
Transformation

• Impact on staff from 
marginalized communities

• Cultural Humility for 
librarians and archivists

• Grant Budgets

• Ownership Arrangements

• Access for Communities

• Community Outreach

• Backlog Prioritization

• Pace of Work

• Refinement of Collection 
Strengths and Priorities



Feminist 
Standpoint 
Appraisal 

(FSA)

Caswell, Michelle. Dusting for Fingerprints
Introducing Feminist Standpoint Appraisal.
Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies
Vol. 3: Radical Empathy in Archival Practice (Pre-Prints)
Published, 2019-08-25
https://journals.litwinbooks.com/index.php/jclis/article/view/113



Caswell, Michelle, and Marika Cifor. “Revisiting a Feminist Ethics of  Care in Archives: 

An Introductory Note.” Journal of  Critical Library and Information Studies, vol. 3, no. 
Radical Empathy in Archival Practice (Pre-Prints), June 2021, pp. 1–6, 

https://journals.litwinbooks.com/index.php/jclis/article/view/162.



Juneteenth
Synthia St. James





On Site



To praise



To lament



Learning about 
and from 
communities





Thank you!


