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ABSTRACT

Collecting political papers related to women requires archivists to adopt a broader
perspective than does collecting political papers in general. Special Collections at
the University of Maryland, College Park, has collected the papers of women state
legislators and other political materials related to women and women’s issues for
almost forty years and serves as one institutional example of documenting women
in politics, more specifically women state legislators. This article identifies the
unique challenges related to collecting the papers of women state legislators and
provides general recommendations for developing basic collecting and selection
criteria that incorporate critical thinking about women in elected office. A brief
discussion about research use of the papers of women state legislators follows to
illustrate how researchers utilize or neglect these collections for various reasons.
Finally, this article demonstrates that even though women appear to be entering the
political mainstream, archivists need to be continually vigilant of the complexities
inherent in documenting women and other underrepresented groups in the
American political landscape.
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aryland State Delegate Pauline Menes’s (D) acceptance to chair the Ladies’
MRestroom Committee in January 1972 is legendary.! At the time, no pri-
vate restrooms existed in the Maryland State House for the women members
of the Maryland General Assembly. Forced to use the public restrooms, which
were located much farther away, the women members faced an increased risk
of being accosted by lobbyists. In recognition of Menes’s appointment to the
Ladies’ Restroom Committee, then House Speaker William Hunter Lowe later
presented her with a toilet seat covered in a muskrat pelt in a failed, and insult-
ing, attempt at humor. Menes, instead of becoming flustered, embarrassed, or
angered, accepted the appointment with composure and took the opportunity
to speak to the House of Delegates from the rostrum, the speaking platform at
the front of the chamber. She noted that this seemingly acquiescent act was
exceedingly important: it was the first time one of the women members in the
House had ever addressed the chamber from the rostrum.? Even though the first
woman member had been elected to the legislature in 1921, Menes’s acceptance
of the position of Ladies’ Restroom Committee chair provides a window into
a time when women continued to endure an antagonistic environment in the
Maryland General Assembly.

Only a few weeks before, in February 1972, Menes had been involved in
the founding of the Maryland Women’s Legislative Caucus, the first group of
its kind in any state. The success of African American members in organizing
the Black Caucus in the Maryland legislature gave women legislators the cour-
age and conviction to form the caucus to advance their own agenda. Women
delegates and senators founded the Women’s Caucus to “take positive steps
to remedy the present inequities in the recognition of women in higher levels
of Maryland government” by tracking bills of interest to women and by offer-
ing a support network for women legislators.® The Maryland Women’s Caucus
also fought effectively for inclusion in exclusive meetings held by the all-male
Assembly leadership.* Although women state legislators had organized nation-
ally as early as 1938 with the founding of the National Organization for Women
Legislators (NOWL), women political leaders at the state and even national levels
had only initiated the establishment of women’s caucuses within their own leg-
islative bodies in the 1970s. Even the Congressional Caucus for Women’s Issues,
originally the Congresswomen’s Caucus, was not formed until April 19, 1977,
five years after the Maryland Women’s Legislative Caucus.’

Without the careful documentation and archiving of the papers of women
involved in State of Maryland politics, especially those women in elected
offices, historians and other researchers might never know the details sur-
rounding these events or other important events relating to women’s chal-
lenges and achievements in the political arena. Delegate Menes demonstrated
an uncommon awareness of the importance of historical documentation. In
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1987, she donated her political papers to Special Collections at the University
of Maryland, College Park, Libraries.® She was not the first and certainly not
the last Maryland politician to do so. Special Collections has a long history of
collecting Maryland political papers and more specifically of collecting materi-
als related to women in local, state, and national politics. From the inception
of the Special Collections program in the early 1970s, the manuscript curator
at the university began soliciting local and state political papers of women,
men, and political organizations. As a major special collections repository in the
Washington, D.C., metropolitan area and the flagship campus of the University
System of Maryland, the University of Maryland, College Park, was, and is, ide-
ally situated for collecting the papers of significant Maryland political figures
and organizations.

The article discuss the ways in which Special Collections at the University
of Maryland began to focus on women’s collections, more specifically women’s
political collections, gradually over time, and how, concurrently, broad histo-
riographical trends influenced the archival profession and the acquisition of
women’s collections in general. The more in-depth examination of women’s
political collections, especially the papers of women state legislators, that fol-
lows will assist archivists in taking a more critical view of political collections
development policy. Furthermore, archivists must be aware and strive to over-
come several specific challenges related to collecting the papers of women
state legislators. This article provides general recommendations for developing
a collections policy and collection-level selection criteria that incorporate criti-
cal thinking about women in elected office and briefly discusses researchers’
use of the papers of women state legislators. Finally, this article demonstrates
that while women have made significant gains in the political arena over the
last four decades, archivists still need to sharpen their focus on collecting the
papers of women state legislators and on collecting women’s political papers in
general. In addition, archivists should continue to be vigilant of the complexi-
ties inherent in collecting materials related to women and other underrepre-
sented groups.

Women’s Political Collections at the University of Maryland: History
and Development

The new social history and women’s history that developed and gained
prominence in the 1970s and early 1980s encouraged the library and archives
professions to rethink collecting practices and arrangement and descrip-
tion tools, and to shift focus to collections that documented women’s lives.’”
Historians of women insisted on enhanced discoverability of women’s and relat-
ed collections, and produced surveys and bibliographies of women’s history
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resources. In 1979, the Women’s History Sources Survey produced one of the
most thoroughly researched resources, Women’s History Sources: A Guide to Archives
and Manuscript Collections in the United States.® A new feminist consciousness and
a women’s collection movement took shape and flourished among library and
archives professionals as well.® Librarians, archivists, and curators also com-
piled their own local and national guides to resources, including the Schlesinger
Library’s Directory of Repositories Collecting Women’s Organizations, which was begun
in the late 1980s and was eventually published in 1994.1° With this directory, two
of the most well-established archival institutions supporting women’s history
research in the United States, the Schlesinger Library at Harvard University and
the Sophia Smith Collection at Smith College, realized that they alone could
not accommodate the need for collecting local and state women’s organiza-
tions and hoped “to promote preservation of the records of such organizations
through cooperation with repositories that have collected, or might collect,
such materials.”"

Influenced by these developments in the archival and history professions,
Special Collections at the University of Maryland began acquiring women’s col-
lections during the 1960s and 1970s. Women’s political collections began arriv-
ing in the 1970s, with the acquisition of the Archives of the League of Women
Voters of Maryland (1972), the Papers of State Delegate Ann R. Hull (D) (1975),
and the Papers of State Delegate and Senator Mary Nock (D) (1975). Additionally,
by the 1980s, Special Collections expanded its holdings to encompass women’s
collections that were national and international in scope such as the archives
of the Association for Intercollegiate Athletics for Women (1981), the archives of
the Association for Childhood Education International (1987), and the archives
of the National Women’s Studies Association (1988). More local and state wom-
en’s political collections began arriving with increased frequency, including the
archives of the Maryland Division of the American Association for University
Women (1986), the papers of Maryland Congresswoman Majorie Sewell Holt
(R) (1987), and the archives of the Women’s Action Coalition of Prince George’s
County (1987).

During the early years of acquiring women’s political materials at the
University of Maryland, two women politicians were influential in creating a
cache of local and state women’s political papers: state legislators Ann R. Hull
and Pauline Menes. State Delegate Ann R. Hull, the first woman state politician
to donate her papers, had strong ties to the university. In 1972, she fought for
a State of Maryland House bill requiring that all units in the state government
“file one copy of every report, bulletin, periodical, catalog, and other publica-
tion issued by them with the McKeldin Library of the University of Maryland”
and thus created an official repository for state government documents at the
university.”? Hull also later served on the university’s board of regents. Although
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she had some awareness that government documents were important histori-
cal sources, she was at first not entirely convinced about the significance of
her own political papers. In a letter to Hull in September 1972, the manuscript
curator at the university wrote, “Although you did not seem to feel that your
papers were historically worthwhile, the focus of your activities and interests
makes them so by documenting not only your activity but interrelationships
with other members of the Assembly and other groups.”® With her increasing
awareness of the importance of historical documentation and her ties to the
university, Delegate Hull would be the first woman legislator from Maryland to
donate her papers in 1975.

Other political and history-conscious women and women’s organizations
would follow in Hull’s footsteps. Delegate Pauline Menes became instrumental
in creating an interest in women’s political papers at the university. Menes’s
influence and political connections extend throughout the women’s political
collections holdings at the University of Maryland Libraries. She became sig-
nificant for three reasons. Maryland governor Spiro T. Agnew appointed Menes
chair of the Committee for Public Library Laws, her first successful leadership
position in public office, and a position that made her more aware of the impor-
tance of libraries in general.* Furthermore, she donated her political papers to
the archives in 1987, relatively early in Special Collections’ process of collecting
women’s political papers. And, finally, and most importantly, she influenced
and provided information to other women state legislators regarding donating
their collections to the university. Documentation in collections control files
suggests that several other women state legislators discovered the university’s
collections through discussions with Menes. Current political collection donors
also attest to this fact and continue the tradition of passing on information
about potential acquisitions.

This brief history demonstrates how a group of women’s political collec-
tions at the University of Maryland, College Park, has developed over time. No
official written collections policy specifically states that Special Collections col-
lects Maryland political papers or political papers related to women in politics;
however, archivists and curators inherently accept that the university special-
izes in these subject areas. Special Collections currently has over thirty-five his-
torical manuscripts collections directly related to women in politics, out of over
a hundred collections of political papers. These thirty-five-plus collections con-
sist of women’s congressional papers, women’s state legislative papers, papers
of women who served in local government, women’s political organizations,
and ancillary women’s political collections. This body of research materials
documenting women is one of the most significant concentrations of Maryland
women’s political papers within the state of Maryland.”
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Toward a Collecting Policy for the Papers of Women State Legislators

Collecting the papers of women state legislators has and continues to pres-
ent unique challenges to archival repositories. These challenges include a tradi-
tional lack of awareness regarding women’s political collections, an absence of
legal definitions or guidelines relating to the status of state legislative papers
in most states, difficulties in women’s political collections standing out against
other political collections, and an ever-growing number of potential state legis-
lative collections to accession into the archives. Archivists need to acknowledge
these challenges and determine how to combat and overcome them. Some basic
collecting criteria and a greater awareness of women’s and gender issues can
assist archivists to better document women state legislators and women’s politi-
cal collections in general.

In the past, professional archivists and curators in the United States did
not definitively acknowledge the importance of collecting women’s papers,
including those of women who held political office. Following this national
trend, as previously mentioned, not until the late 1970s and early 1980s did
Special Collections begin to collect the political papers of women within the
state of Maryland. Many gaps still exist in the historical record concerning the
first women who served in the Maryland General Assembly. Special Collections
only has some of these women’s papers; other collections are housed at archival
repositories within the state, and many have been destroyed outright or may
still be in the hands of private individuals. For example, papers of five out of the
twelve founding members of the state legislature’s Women’s Caucus, now the
Women Legislators of Maryland, reside in Special Collections, another collection
can be found at the University of Maryland, School of Law, and one is housed
at the Jewish Museum of Maryland.’® The rest are perhaps hidden collections
in other archives or, more likely, lost to history. However, even though some
papers may be hidden or lost, fairly good representation remains for such an
important group of women within the state. On the other hand, many other
women legislators’ papers, especially those of more recent women legislators,
have not been archived. Almost certainly this gap in collecting the state legisla-
tive papers of women is a common occurrence in many states. As historians
and other researchers constantly remind archivists, the archives is not a neutral
zone, potential collections are overlooked because of bias or lack of awareness,
and acquisition is complicated by lack of resources. This historical lack of aware-
ness has caused complications to locating women as subjects in the archives."”
Often, women legislators just do not know that their papers can and should be
archived. Women'’s lives have been historically underdocumented, and the archi-
val and historical professions need to continue to remediate this oversight. This
redress encompasses the specialized area of women state legislators’ papers.
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One of the primary challenges in collecting women state legislators’
papers is that, unlike congressional papers collections, which are clearly and
legally defined as personal papers, state legislators’ papers fall into ill-defined
categories within most states.’® No officially accepted viewpoint exists within
state legislatures on how state legislators may archive their papers. In some
states, the state archives may collect state legislators’ papers as official govern-
ment records, but more often than not, these materials are considered personal
papers collections that can be acquired by universities, historical societies, and
other archival institutions.” Nevertheless, most states have no laws or even
guidance governing this process, although some conscientious state legislators,
in the absence of any laws or other official guidance, donate their papers by
tradition to the state archives or other regional repository. Collecting the papers
of women legislators is part of this larger issue of accessioning state legislative
papers in general and may even prove to be a more challenging process for
several reasons.

Compared to other types of political collections, archivists and researchers
may simply overlook women state legislators’ papers. This is especially true in
archival repositories that do not specialize specifically in collecting women’s
collections or that do not define themselves as women’s archives. Kdren M.
Mason and Tanya Zanish-Belcher contended that “separate women’s collections
are critical for two reasons. First, they provide a means of rectifying the ear-
lier neglect of women’s papers and preventing such gaps in documentation
from occurring in the future. Second, they provide a vehicle to promote and
enhance the study of women’s history.” The papers of women legislators that
are not in repositories dedicated specifically to women’s collections tend to be
lost in the shuffle of other political collections or the sheer volume of overall
collections. Furthermore, researchers may overlook smaller archival reposito-
ries and repositories not dedicated entirely to women’s collections as potential
venues to discover women’s collections, including women’s political papers.
Additionally, if a state legislator was not very well known, regardless of gender,
attention given to the collection by archivists or researchers could be limited.
Often the collections with the most research appeal are those with widespread
name recognition and those of politicians who served at the national level.
In the archival profession, state legislators’ papers are regularly deemed less
important than congressional collections, unless the state legislator went on
to become a congresswoman or served in a federal position. Although archival
repositories may currently focus their efforts on acquiring congressional collec-
tions, some argue that collecting state legislators’ papers may be more useful
in documenting women (and men) as political officeholders. In a 1985 American
Archivist article, Paul Chestnut asserted that “state legislative files, rather than
congressional ones, may more thoroughly document the demographic, geo-
graphic, and political factors that influence decisions concerning what topics
a repository wishes to include in its collecting policy and who among potential
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donors to approach.” State legislators’ files may give researchers more insight
into political and social issues within a particular state. A general lack of doc-
umentation and scholarly inquiry into the papers of state legislators makes
finding information about how to document state legislators all the more chal-
lenging.?* In addition, the files of women state legislators’ may have greater
significance than the files of congresswomen for certain areas of research. A
1995 article by Cindy Simon Rosenthal reaffirmed Chestnut’s point, but also
applied it directly to women’s legislative collections. Rosenthal postulated that
“one of the best arenas to study women’s experiences as office-holders remains
state legislatures. Moreover, because state legislative service is one of the most
common formative political experiences of congressional members, the back-
grounds of women state legislators may shed some light on women’s future at
the Congressional level.” Of all the political arenas—local, state, national, and
international—-women have predominantly broken into local and state govern-
ments, and consequently the papers of these individual women are among the
best ways to document women’s roles as elected officials.

As with all collections of elected officials, challenges lie in the sheer
number of women’s collections available for the archival repository to acquire.
The number of women in elected positions in the Maryland General Assembly
steadily increased until the mid-1990s. Since 1995, Maryland has consistently
ranked in the top ten states with the highest percentage of women state legisla-
tors at around 30 percent of the total membership of the General Assembly. In
2013, during the 431° legislative session, 56 women are serving in the Maryland
General Assembly, making up about 29.8 percent of the membership. This per-
centage is down slightly from the previous year, when 58 women served.?* These
figures for Maryland women legislators are not typical for most states. The
majority of states have only 15 to 24 percent total women legislators.” Overall
figures for 2013 indicate that women make up about 24.0 percent of state legis-
lators in the United States.?® These statistics demonstrate the continued dispar-
ity in women’s participation in elected political office as compared with men.
Nevertheless, women still continue to break new ground in state legislatures,
and a stable percentage of women hold political office. With more women hold-
ing office in the current political landscape than in past decades, archivists
face increased challenges in determining whether or not to save their political
papers into perpetuity and in deciding to actively solicit and collect women’s
political papers specifically.

Collecting Criteria for the Papers of Women State Legislators

Given all of these challenges and the stable, if not necessarily increasing,
numbers of women who have invested their lives in state politics, how does the
archivist determine whose political papers are important enough to collect? This
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question is not a new one for seasoned archivists, who are constantly evaluating
potential collections. Archivists realize that they cannot accumulate everything,
even though they have a responsibility to document society, and that there
must be limiting factors and selection guidelines.”” To help answer this ques-
tion, some basic criteria are needed to define collecting goals for the papers of
women state legislators. The criteria outlined in Table 1 build on Faye Phillips’s
collection policies for general manuscript and congressional papers collections,
as almost no collection development policy or selection guidelines for state leg-
islators’ papers specifically exist in the professional archival literature.?® Most of
these criteria could be applied broadly to all political collections, but the ques-
tions and brief explanations are meant to assist archivists in increasing their
understanding and awareness about women’s and gender issues and in criti-
cally thinking about women’s political collections, specifically those of women
legislators. These criteria are intended to be macro-level examples to encourage
archivists to think more about how awareness of women’s and gender issues

can and does affect collection decisions.

Table 1. Collecting Criteria for Documenting Women State Legislators and Women’s

Political Issues

any leadership positions? Has
she chaired or served on any
important legislative committees?
Has she served on committees

of particular interest to women’s
issues? Is she a member of the
senate or the house?

Criteria Questions Explanation
Geography Is the legislator a state of [insert This is probably one of the most
state name] politician? Does she basic questions for geographically
represent particular counties based collecting. For example,
or legislative districts that the the University of Maryland,
archival repository is interested College Park, already has
in? Are there particular counties collecting strengths in Maryland’s
or geographic regions in the state | Montgomery and Prince George's
that have had a preponderance Counties, the two counties
of women serving as elected nearest to the university. Most
officials? women legislators’ papers at the
university also relate to these two
counties.
Leadership Has the woman legislator held Often, fewer women have been

elected to the state senate

and that may make the papers
of higher historical value. It

is important to keep in mind,
however, that the files of women
in leadership positions may not
thoroughly document all levels
of women'’s experiences within
the state legislature. Collections
should not be accepted or rejected
on leadership experience alone.
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Legislation Has the legislator passed any Any legislator (woman or man)
bills or resolutions of particular who has worked for or against
significance within the state? legislation related to women’s
Has she supported or rejected any | issues would likely be highly
bills with particular significance desirable for an archival repository
to women’s issues? with collection priorities in the

area of women’s legislative
papers.

Diversity Is the legislator a member of The papers of minority women
a minority population? Did the legislators would have special
legislator assist in supporting significance within women’s
legislation related to minority legislative papers collections.
issues, gay and lesbian issues, Minority experiences are likely
or equity and diversity initiatives? | the most underdocumented in

most traditional political papers
collections.

Membership What organizational memberships | Women state legislators typically

outside of the legislature did
the legislator hold? Was she a
member or leader in a women'’s
organization at the local, state,
or national level? How active
was the legislator in particular
organizations?

have strong connections to
women’s organizations outside
of the legislature. Active
membership in women'’s
organizations increases the
likelihood that a particular
legislator will represent women'’s
concerns within the legislature.??
Her papers may document both
women’s issues and the women'’s
organizations of which she is a
member.

Time in Office

How long did the legislator hold
office?

A longer term in office is usually
desirable, but this should not

be the only limiting factor. When
selecting the political papers of
women in particular, time in office
may be less important. The simple
fact that a woman has held an
office may be a significant reason
to document her.

Historical
Importance

Was the state legislator an
eyewitness to or participantin a
major historical event at the local,
state, or national level? Was the
event important to the history of
women within the state?

Archivists should be aware of
major historical events, especially
those related to women, that

could have occurred during the
legislator’s time in office and
investigate the papers for evidence
of such an event.
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Related Social
and Political
Issues

Do the legislator’s papers contain
information on social, political,

or other issues that a repository

is particularly interested in
documenting, even if the legislator
did not hold high leadership
positions or otherwise distinguish
herself?

For example, Special Collections
acquired the Papers of
Congresswoman Marjorie Sewell
Holt, even though she never held a
top leadership position. However,
she had been involved with federal
government projects relating to
the Chesapeake Bay, a topic that
the university was also interested
in documenting.*®

Flexibility

Is the collection development
policy flexible enough to adapt

to future perspectives on
documenting women and gender?

Collection development policies
can be made more specific and
incorporate some or all of the
above criteria, but policies must

leave room for flexibility as issues
and perspectives change over
time. Archivists should revisit
collections polices on a regular
basis and adapt to new trends in
documentation if necessary.*'

The above criteria provide a basic outline for building a stronger founda-
tion to better analyze, select, and eventually decide to accession the papers of
women state legislators. The criteria can also assist institutions in preparing a
formal collection development policy and collection-level selection guidelines
for political papers, state legislators’ papers, and women’s political papers col-
lections. Researching a potential collection to establish if the collection materi-
als exemplify some of these criteria can sometimes be a difficult but necessary
step when determining whether or not to accession a new collection. Developing
relationships with past and current politicians in the state legislature and stay-
ing informed about current women members and women’s and gender issues
is also of great importance. In Maryland, the Women’s Legislators of Maryland
(Women’s Caucus) is a distinct and tightly knit group that can quickly commu-
nicate information, including where to donate their political papers, with cur-
rent and former women members of the legislature. Such political relationships
can also acquaint archivists with potential collections on the horizon when
women are planning on retiring or otherwise leaving political office.

Maintaining awareness about women’s and gender issues when consider-
ing potential acquisitions is an important skill for the political collections archi-
vist and for all archivists. In the past, the lack of awareness of such issues among
archivists and historians created large gaps in the historical record. Today, archi-
vists recognize that selection criteria can be based on factors such as race, class,
gender, religion, sexual orientation, or some additional category of analysis
that is documented in a repository’s collection policy.*> Undeniably, women’s
collections often have important dimensions beyond gender relations or femi-
nist activism. Race relations, social movements, class struggles, and the role of
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sexuality are embedded in women’s political collections. Archivists document-
ing women need to ensure that the definition of “women” in collection develop-
ment policies includes women from diverse backgrounds and perspectives. Elsa
Barkley Brown, a historian of African American women, reminded us that “we
have still to recognize that being a woman is, in fact, not extractable from the
context in which one is a woman—that is, race, class, time, and place.”* Political
archives relating to any underdocumented group need to review their collec-
tion policies with a critical eye and consider what has been overlooked, what
new selection questions should be asked, and what issues complicate collecting
political papers for the group in question. For example, lesbian, gay, bisexual,
and transgender (LGBT) donors are frequently concerned about privacy issues
and may feel more comfortable donating to a purely LGBT archives, rather than
to a formal political archives.** Developing an increased archival consciousness
and improved understanding of the complexities of social issues are key for
archivists. In the last forty years since women’s collections rose to prominence
in historians’ and archivists’ awareness, many archival repositories have dedi-
cated their resources to collecting substantial amounts of women’s papers.*
However, archivists must endeavor to remain ever-vigilant about selection and
collecting procedures and the influence of archival collecting in relation to the
historical narrative.

Research in Collections Documenting Women in Politics

Special Collections at the University of Maryland has determined that cer-
tain women’s political collections, including those of women state legislators,
are important enough to retain into perpetuity, but researchers do not nec-
essarily agree on the value or usefulness of these collections. Unfortunately,
although political papers documenting women frequently contain a treasure
trove of materials and information, researchers have not utilized these collec-
tions very often, especially the women state legislators’ papers. The most fre-
quently requested political papers in Special Collections remain those of two
men involved in national politics: Vice President Spiro T. Agnew and United
States Senator Millard Tydings, most likely because they are better known and
have documented national political significance within the research commu-
nity. Of course, researchers take different paths when consulting women state
legislators’ papers. There are four main possibilities, but these do not eliminate
other nontraditional or creative research uses of the collections. These four
research tracks typically include studying an individual woman’s life; research-
ing women’s political history and activism within the state; understanding
local, state, or national history; and investigating a particular social or political
issue. From observations of the way researchers use women state legislators’
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and other women’s political collections, the majority of researchers tends to
focus on political or social issues in the collections, rather than writing biog-
raphies or general state or local histories. For those researchers interested in
political or social issues, the importance of keeping subject or issue files in
women state legislators’ and other political collections is paramount. For archi-
vists focused on women’s issues, these subject or issue files may be the most
significant in women state legislators’ papers because women legislators are
frequently involved in social movements and issues related to women.

Substantial research on the topic of women in Maryland politics is lacking.
No significant monographs on this topic even with regard to Maryland wom-
en’s involvement in the early twentieth-century suffrage movement exist in the
scholarly literature. A quick search in ProQuest’s database Dissertations and Theses
reveals that the notes and bibliographies of several dissertations in various
fields related to Maryland women in politics do not take advantage of archived
women state legislators’ papers. Instead, most, but not all, writers relied on
newspaper articles and interviews with former or current women legislators.®
However, this does not necessarily indicate that scholars or other researchers
do not use the women legislators’ papers. The most recent long-term researcher
interested in women’s political collections visited the University of Maryland’s
Special Collections reading room in summer 2010 to uncover sources for a dis-
sertation for his PhD in history at a major public university. He was not inter-
ested in women’s history or women’s studies, but instead, his research question
centered on the history of urban development and planning in the Maryland
and Virginia suburbs of Washington, D.C. He used a variety of political collec-
tions—not just women’s legislative collections—to search for subject files related
to his topic.

In addition to graduate students, undergraduates are a vital research con-
stituency of a public academic institution. The University of Maryland’s under-
graduates have only used the women’s political collections very selectively,
mostly concentrating their efforts on historically recognized organizational
archives, such as the League of Women Voters of Maryland. Not surprisingly,
undergraduates most frequently use fully processed collections with clearly
written, succinct online finding aids. Most important, they deal with topics
readily accessible to undergraduate research, such as the early twentieth-cen-
tury woman suffrage movement, women’s reproductive rights, and civil rights.

The women’s political collections donated within the last ten to fifteen
years are requested much less frequently in the reading room or via email ref-
erence requests. One reason for this lack of interest is likely because these col-
lections are, for the most part, unprocessed, and therefore less accessible to
inexperienced researchers who may be relying on simple Google searches. These
unprocessed collections are available to researchers with few limitations, they
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typically have abstracts and MARC records in the online catalog, and they are
listed in the online Maryland politics subject guide in our EAD online data-
base. Nevertheless, undergraduate and most other general researchers still have
difficulty accessing or interpreting them. As is typical for any archives, inex-
perienced researchers often do not understand exactly what they may have dis-
covered through an online search and do not take the extra step of contacting
the archives for additional assistance.

Conclusion: Women'’s Political Papers and the Current Political
Landscape

Besides writing formal collection development policies, archivists still
need to take many steps to overcome the challenges of documenting women
in state politics and encouraging more frequent research use of women state
legislators’ papers and other women’s political collections. Individual states
should develop statewide collecting policies that inform and invite coopera-
tion among state archival institutions. All archival institutions that collect state
political archival materials should write formal collection development policies
for state legislative papers, including specific guidelines for the collecting of
women’s papers. These collection policies must complement each other, or one
institution in the state might be specifically designated as the official archival
repository for state legislators’ papers and/or for concentrating on documenting
women’s issues. The state of Texas, for example, “has one of the most organized,
comprehensive, and explicit plans for legislators’ records” in the United States.?”
Texas is the only state that has a systematic statewide plan to collect state leg-
islators’ papers and that considers these papers to be public records without
question.®® Although it may not be feasible for other states to follow the Texas
model, the state archives and other large archival institutions within each state
should take a leadership role in developing a state documentation policy for
political collections.

In addition, archivists need to increase accessibility to women state legisla-
tors’ papers and should prioritize women’s political collections. Once more col-
lections are processed and made accessible, researchers will likely take notice.
Archivists also need to inform potential and experienced users that these col-
lections exist and that they are available for research, even though they may
be unprocessed. Archivists should target undergraduate and graduate classes
at colleges and universities, and encourage students to understand the variety
of social and political issues available for research in the collections, including
topics beyond the early twentieth-century woman suffrage movement such as
biotechnology, child care, displaced homemakers, divorce laws, drunk driving,
women’s education, the Equal Rights Amendment, and many others. Finally,
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the donor of a particular collection needs to be engaged with the processing
and the promotion of the collection. She can often inform the archives about
new collection prospects and the current political trends within the state, and
she can offer additional donor and networking opportunities for the archival
institution.

Although archivists have made some significant strides over the last sev-
eral decades in collecting women’s collections, questions still remain. What
has changed about collecting women’s materials from the inception of the
“new women’s history” in the 1970s and 1980s? What issues are still at stake?
Have women’s collections, specifically women’s political collections, become
so widely available that they are accepted as mainstream? Mason and Zanish-
Belcher discussed the 1970s and early 1980s rationale for collecting women’s
archives: “Women’s archives were founded on the premise that women’s lives
and activities were not being adequately documented in traditional repositories
and that women’s archives turned collection development on its head in the
1970s by insisting that the papers of women be preserved and made accessible
to researchers.”® They discussed how “women’s archives have broaden|ed] their
collecting scope to include previously under-documented groups” and women
with diverse backgrounds.* While specialized collections document women
and minority groups at many archival institutions, archivists and curators still
need to focus on all forms of difference, including gender, race, sexual orienta-
tion, and disability, when documenting politics. Although archival profession-
als may focus on a particular collecting category, group, or diversity initiative,
they should never forget to consider the influences that all forms of differ-
ence have on each other and where they intersect. Moreover, while collecting
traditional archival materials such as women state legislators’ papers remains
important, archivists should continue thinking beyond the traditional women’s
archive to accession materials related to underdocumented populations and
grappling with lack or loss of “traditional” archival materials related to women.
Several recent discussions focused on how to begin more innovative programs
in collecting women’s materials, especially in relation to women’s participa-
tion in politics and archival activism.# The Amsterdam Women’s Archives and
Library, for example, noted that “we are for instance now making extensive
videotaped interviews with women who were active in the Second Wave of the
women’s movement. In many cases, we already have their paper archives, but
the medium of film adds other dimensions. . . .”** While most women do not
have time, or perhaps the desire, to participate via an elected office or a “tradi-
tional” women’s political organization, they contribute to the political discus-
sion in grassroots efforts, online forums, and other “nontraditional” political
landscapes. Documenting this type of political participation presents new chal-
lenges to archivists.
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In the twenty-first century, the general public has certainly become more
aware of women’s political issues and political participation. Women politicians
have made many gains over the last forty years, and women, such as Hillary
Clinton, Nancy Pelosi, and Condoleezza Rice, have held positions at some of the
highest levels of Congress and the executive branch. Although women running
for political office are certainly more familiar to the public eye, this height-
ened visibility often obscures the reality of the statistics for elected women in
political office and women’s acceptance as political candidates and officehold-
ers.® In a 2010 National Public Radio interview, Debbie Walsh of the Center for
American Women and Politics at Rutgers University highlighted this fact by
indicating that “only 17 percent of all the members of Congress right now are
female. . . . Less than a quarter of all state legislatures around the country are
women. Only six women currently serve as governor. So there is still a very long
way to go when we think about political balance. . . . There is still a long way
to go before we get political parity for women.”** Although American women
gained entrance into national politics almost a century ago (and, in some states,
had access to state politics at even earlier dates), first by gaining the vote with
the Nineteenth Amendment and then slowly as elected officeholders, women
still have not completely entered the political mainstream or achieved equity
with men in the political arena; and women continue to be the exception as
political officeholders. Certainly, recent events such as the continuing “war on
women,” an attack by conservatives on women’s reproductive and other rights,
illustrate the need for documentation of women’s political achievements and
activism so that previous hard-won rights for women are not taken for granted.
Archivists and curators need to keep these issues in mind as they endeavor
to document women in politics for future generations. No matter how much
more acknowledged women’s history has become in the historical and other
professions, historical scholarship in women’s history continues to fight for
legitimacy among new historical trends.* Although particular historiographi-
cal moments will pass, it will still be important to document women’s lives.*
Women'’s state legislative papers and other women’s political collections will
continue to have significance not only to document political movements and
issues, like all political papers, but also for women’s history, gender history, and
the next historiographical trend.
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