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Abstract:

This paper will present the literature, theoretical framework, and preliminary findings of my
MLIS/MA thesis. My research explores how digital community archives use participation-based
methods to build a feminist ethics of care into the archival process. These participation-based
methods encourage community members to contribute to the collecting, describing, and creating
of records. I will use thematic analysis and critical discourse analysis to explore community-
made content associated with the Flin Flon Heritage Project and Harvest Moon Oral History. I
am specifically exploring how community archives could enact an ethics of care through the use
of care practices in a digital environment.

1. Introduction

How do digital community archives provide opportunities to build affective collections? In this
research, I am investigating how digital community archives build affective collections through
community participation in the archival process. More specifically, I am exploring how
community participation builds a feminist ethics of care into the archival process by encouraging
participation-based methods of collecting, describing, and, in some cases, creating records. This
paper will highlight my ongoing MA and MLIS research on community archives, digital
storytelling, and care practices. As a part of my research I will develop two case studies: the Flin
Flon Heritage Project (http://flinflonheritageproject.com/) and Harvest Moon Oral History
(http://www.harvestmoonoh.com/).

Community archives are collections of records gathered by community members for the
purposes of preserving them. It is important to note that the community members also maintain
some level of control over the use of the records. By focusing on collections and the designated
spaces that are developed by, and for, community members it is possible to explore how these
two community archives use care-based preservation practices (Flinn, Stevens, & Shepard, 2009,
p-73). This definition encourages an investigation of how these digital collections work outside
of traditional archival practices to better reflect a community or provide a space that meets
community-specific needs.

The selected case studies are rooted in the above definition of community archives. The Flin
Flon Heritage Project follows the participatory model. The collection is made up of records from
the Flin Flon Archives as well as the records of community members, which have all been
digitized and added to the community-run website. The community members interact with digital
records through social media by identifying places and people in photos and sharing stories or
memories inspired by the records. Thus, it meets the above criteria because most of the
description work is in the hands of the community members.



Harvest Moon Oral History is organized by an active community group that created a digital
space for participatory oral history that aims to gather stories from community members about
the town. It also provides an opportunity to explore digital community heritage work from a
Digital Humanities perspective because of the tools it uses, such as GIS StoryMap
(https://www.arcgis.com/apps/MapJournal/index.html?appid=48ebc07424304032b848e12c3595f
310). Both case studies offer an opportunity to explore how technology has encouraged the
development of community-led initiates that create "‘thick description” histories which include
the lives, memories and experiences of various communities which would otherwise be very
difficult to obtain" (Flinn, 2009, p. 48).

By grounding this research in the theoretical frameworks of feminism and ethics of care, I will
use a variety of interdisciplinary methods to explore the two case studies at hand. These methods
include an environmental scan of the current landscape of Canadian community archives and
discourse analysis to analyze and compare the community-made content to determine how
community archives build an ethics of care. As a part of my thesis, the two case studies will
provide in depth examples of how different communities participate in the archival or historical
process; however, for the purposes of this paper I will provide an overview of the literature and
review the methods I have used so far to explore this topic. Finally, I will offer a preliminary
look at the analysis process of my research by providing an example of one of my case studies.

2. Community Archives

There is growing collection of literature surrounding community archives as scholars investigate
the lack of diverse representation in mainstream archival structures. Research efforts in the
United Kingdom and the United States have provided some insight on the development of these
autonomous archives, which are often formed in opposition to institutional archives like Library
and Archives Canada (See Flinn, Stevens, & Shepard, 2009; Caswell, Migoni, Geraci, & Cifor,
2016; Zavala, Migoni, Caswell, Geraci, & Cifor, 2017). Archivist Rebecca Sheffield (2017)
explores the history of community archives from a political perspective, highlighting that
community archives are formed in response to social movements or grow from other forms of
community activism (p. 369). For example, the Lesbian Herstory Archive emerged from the
1960’s liberation movement but was “grew first as a personal collection nurtured and cared for in
its founders’ own apartment” (Sheffield, 2015, p. 312). Furthermore, participatory culture
engages community members in the archival process with “low barriers to artistic expression and
civic engagement, and participants are encouraged to create knowledge using extant resources
and share this knowledge with others in order to achieve a common goal” (Sheffield, 2015, p.
363). Participatory archives are even more relevant in the digital environment, as physical
barriers to developing and maintaining collections are removed.

Community archives have existed since the twentieth century, but the development of new
technologies enable collections to reach broader audiences and community members that are
outside the immediate geographical location, thus expanding the scope of collections. For
example, Caswell and Mallick (2014) explore the uses of digital technologies to preserve micro-
histories of South Asian immigrants to the United States as a part of the South Asian American
Digital Archive (p. 83). The archive’s mandate focuses on participatory projects that are able to
represent groups or communities excluded from traditional archives by preserving records
outside of traditional archival practices, including ephemera and oral histories. Alexandra
Eveleigh (2017) furthers this discussion by exploring how technology effects the type of work



done by community archives, highlighting that there are multiple models of participatory
archives, each using a unique methodology that extends community involvement in the project.
Thus, it much be acknowledged that there is a participation continuum in community work,
which makes it difficult to develop concise ‘best practice’ for the field. Nonetheless, this
expansion of the conversation of community archives will be crucial for my research, as it
creates an opportunity to look at the contributions of different organization to the preservation of
a community’s stories.

3. Digital Storytelling

Digital storytelling emerged in 1980’s as a form of oral history dedicated “to empowering and
giving voice to individuals and groups traditionally silenced, marginalized, or ignored by
mainstream culture” (Clarke & Adam, 2012, p. 159). Digital storytelling has been shaped by
technological advances in both computers and recording equipment, so it encompasses all
narrative forms that are created and shared using digital means; oral history recordings, podcasts,
and written accounts are just a few examples (Ganley, forthcoming, as cited in Clarke & Adam
2012). The format and tools used to create digital stories have changed over time, but there is
one constant feature, community participation (Hartley & McWilliam, 2009; Lambert, 2009;
Watkins & Russo, 2009). The participatory nature of digital storytelling encourages individuals
and communities to share their stories and provides the tools and training to do so. Burgess
(2006) highlights this, stating, “Digital storytelling as a ‘movement’ is explicitly designed to
amplify the ordinary voice. It aims not only to remediate vernacular creativity but also to
legitimate it as a relatively autonomous and worthwhile contribution to public culture” (p. 7).

4. Care Practices in Society

The role of care in society has been considered in relation to ethics, justice, and feminism since
the twentieth century (Gilligan, 1982; Noddings, 2003; Ruddick, 1980; Tronto, 1993), and the
discussion continues to evolve today (Jackson, 2014; Nowviskie, 2015). Care practices are a set
of actions that reinforce and build relationships between people, communities, and objects,
creating a space for members to live, work, and create to the best of their abilities (Gilligan,
1982; Tronto, 1993).

Care practices focus on the relationships between people. Nowviskie (2015) discusses the role of
care practices in the Digital Humanities discipline, and, more broadly, the Humanities, by
discussing how academics can be more supportive of graduate student development. Her
argument, however, can be applied to many contexts as she highlights how care practices aim to
reorient a practitioner’s understanding in two ways:

[First] ...toward an appreciation of context, interdependence, and vulnerability — of
fragile, little things and their interrelation. The second is an orientation ... toward
personal, worldly action and response. (“An Ethic of Care”)

Thus, Nowviskie echoes the sentiment of care practices by highlighting how a practitioner can
enact care in any space by using care practices. For example, a care-based archival approach
places the archivist in the caretaker role, focusing on the needs of the records’ many relationships
and connections, such as subject, creator, and community (Caswell & Cifor, 2016). Care



practices provide an opportunity to focus on the relationships, context, and emotions associated
with a community’s narrative or records.

5. Ethics of Care

In community archives literature, the feminist ethics of care approach views archivists as
caregivers of records, bound to the creators, subjects, users, and communities involved with the
records in their care. This approach “stresses the ways people are linked to each other and larger
communities through webs of responsibilities” (Caswell & Cifor, 2016, p. 28). In order to
maintain this approach archivists could employ radical empathy toward the record, the user, and
the larger community. Radical empathy is the “ability to understand and appreciate another
person’s feelings, experience, etc.” (as quoted in Caswell & Cifor, 2016, p. 25). This could be as
simple as stocking tissues at the archive or as complex as developing descriptive systems with
different levels of access (Cawell & Cifor, 2016, p. 38). Radical empathy and an ethics of care
practice can work hand-in-hand to explore the relationship-based nature of community archives
and digital storytelling websites because of the alternative collection and access practices they
can offer.

In an ethics of care, significance is placed on the face-to-face act of caring (Bubeck, 1995;
Noddings, 1984); however, since technological advances have changed the way humans
communicate and share information, there is definite need to examine how care is enacted in new
spaces, such as online forums, social media, or digital archives. Using this framework, I will
explore how a digital environment influences the development of relationships, whether between
archivists and records, storytellers and stories, or online users and digital records or stories, by
examining how each group interacts with projects online.

6. Conclusion

In conclusion, this paper will explore the current state of the field of community archives by
providing an overview of the literature. It will offer a snapshot of the current Canadian landscape
of community archives, as well as review the methods used to conduct interdisciplinary research.

In my presentation I will highlight the current standing of my thesis project. Moreover, I will:
« Review the methodology and theoretical frameworks
« Discuss the potential ramifications of the research for community outreach and advocacy
« Provide a preliminary examination of the analysis process
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