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ABSTRACT 
Despite years of constructive discourse about documentation theory, the complex 
nature of identity, approaches to ethnicity, and the role of the archivist in light of 
postmodernism, the call for archivists to collect the documentary heritage of minor-
ities and other historically marginalized groups remains largely unanswered. With 
the exception of a relatively few specialized institutions and dedicated programs, the 
identification and preservation of Latino archives are not keeping pace with the 
nation’s fastest growing and increasingly geographically dispersed population. This 
paper presents two related initiatives, developed in dialogue over the past seven 
years. It outlines operational practices related to identification of collections in pri-
vate hands, outreach, trust, and long-term relationships. The paper then provides a 
practical model and insights for overcoming the day-to-day challenges of identifying 
and preserving the documentary heritage of the Latino experience and challenges 
others to undertake such projects.

© Tracy B. Grimm and Chon A. Noriega. 
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Since the mid-1970s, archivists have attempted to realign professional theory 
and practice for identifying and preserving the archives of underrepresented 

groups and topics to represent better the American experience. Historian 
Howard Zinn famously ignited an ongoing discourse with his 1970 critique of 
the archival record in the United States and its bias toward the rich and power-
ful in society.1 The archival profession’s intellectual response to Zinn’s critique 
began in earnest with F. Gerald Ham’s 1975 seminal article, “The Archival Edge.” 
Ham reminded the profession of its core purpose: “Our most important and 
intellectually demanding task as archivists is to make an informed selection of 
information that will provide the future with a representative record of human 
experience in our time.” He then posed the zinger—“But why must we do it 
so badly?”—and urged archivists to step out to the edge and seek ways to do a 
better job.2 The profession, in the United States and internationally, also took 
note that a shift in acquisition policies and collecting was needed to document 
better the history of immigrant and ethnic minorities, and a steady stream of 
literature appeared, beginning in the 1980s, that grappled with identity, ethnic-
ity, and the role of the archivist.3 Yet, more than forty years since Zinn’s call for 
a more representative archives, the quest to document historically marginalized 
groups remains a critical challenge. This is particularly true in the case of Latino 
archives for which few case studies have appeared to provide practical models. 

In this article, we examine the practices of two libraries that have imple-
mented initiatives in dialogue to identify, collect, and preserve the archives of 
regional Latino arts and culture. The Chicano Studies Research Center (CSRC) 
established in 1969 at the University of California, Los Angeles, and the Institute 
for Latino Studies (ILS) established in 1999 at the University of Notre Dame are 
each academic research centers established with missions for teaching, learning, 
and research. Central to each, from their founding, was a library and archives 
to build primary source collections to support new scholarship on the Latino 
experience. Each is a stand-alone library administered by the center, yet each 
shares the infrastructure of its university’s library, taps into resources such as 
preservation expertise and technical services, and contributes catalog records. 
Both libraries are open to the public, but also serve the research and teaching 
activities of their respective universities by providing research consultations, 
undergraduate primary source bibliographic instruction, class presentation, 
work-study opportunities, and active collections building.

These case studies will put forth basic strategies, share lessons learned, 
and suggest best practices that may be adapted to other subtopics of Latino 
history and perhaps to document the experience of other ethnic populations, 
particularly manifestations of arts and culture. We will demonstrate how these 
initiatives provided support to the individuals and organizations—the creators 
of archival collections—and suggest that such investment of resources in a 
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community may be critical for the preservation of Latino history. Clearly, these 
case studies will not demonstrate how to document an entire ethnic group’s 
history but rather, will use Latino arts and culture in regional contexts as a way 
to illustrate key issues. 

Background

The challenges of documenting cultural diversity remain marginally less 
today than decades ago. Shrinking funding streams make it difficult to argue for 
the labor intensive work required to research and identify individuals and orga-
nizations, gather input, and maintain networks and relationships. Establishing 
trust in the community, whether with individuals or community-based orga-
nizations, happens slowly over time and is difficult to measure. Negotiating 
between the different interests of stakeholders, including subject experts as well 
as records creators, is not always easy, but rather requires tact. While recent col-
laborative and participatory models of practice hold promise for guiding main-
stream archival institutions in meaningful engagement with community-based 
archives, collaboration, at the heart of documentation work, is labor intensive 
with each manifestation requiring a uniquely tailored engagement.4   

In the case of the U.S. Latino experience, never has the need for best prac-
tices for working with an ethnic community been more timely.5 According to the 
U.S. Census Bureau, not only is American society becoming more diverse at an 
increasing rate, the Latino population is the fastest growing group in the United 
States.6 Furthermore, in the last decade, this growth has come from births more 
than from immigration. The Latino population has undergone unprecedented 
geographical expansion and now reaches far outside the southwestern states 
and traditional gateway cities of Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, and Miami. 
Latino history is being made in more places across the country and at a scale 
never before experienced. Mario Ramírez, writing on archiving Latino identity 
and community, aptly recommended that archivists “look towards the larger 
cross-section of cultural expressions, identities, and political and social commit-
ments for documentation that more fully demonstrates the range of Latino/a 
identifications.”7 Rabia Gibbs, in her recent American Archivist Perspective arti-
cle, similarly recommended that to make diversity initiatives more authentic 
and meaningful, “we must set aside our assumptions, examine the diversity 
within diverse groups, and modify our objectives to incorporate the full range 
of perspectives available within these respective communities.”8 In our own 
experiences, it has served us well to look beyond Latino identity to see the 
contributions of individuals and community-based organizations in the broader 
context of American culture and society. 
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Indeed, as Cristine Paschild suggested in her recent article, “Community 
Archives and the Limitations of Identity,” the profession’s continued empha-
sis on postmodernist theories of identity and subjectivity as the most press-
ing concerns for archivists’ work with community archives limits our ability to 
implement “sound, sustainable policies and practices” that preserve a record of 
diversity.9 Paschild concluded, “Rather than rehabilitating the terms, perhaps 
it is time to redirect the discussion on community archives. To do so is not to 
deny the influences of ongoing bias and inequalities; it is to open up the con-
versation from circling the cul-de-sac of who we are to looking more closely at 
what we are actually doing.”10 We believe that the Chicano Studies Research 
Center and the Institute for Latino Studies present examples of institutions that 
have successfully negotiated the curves of being simultaneously professional 
and engaged with the community to be documented. We suggest routes to move 
beyond the cul-de-sac and onto the highway toward “doing.”

There are numerous studies examining documentation efforts for under-
documented communities and subjects.11 However, case studies that examine 
initiatives to document Latino communities are relatively few. In 1985, The 
American Archivist published the first, and it would seem, only, case study to 
examine the documentation of a Latino community.12 In this study, Thomas 
H. Kreneck related his experience while at the Houston Metropolitan Research 
Center of the Houston Public Library of systematically collecting the archives 
of Houston’s Mexican Americans. Kreneck’s account emphasized the need to 
reach local leaders and build community networks, to establish trust, to be a 
resource for questions, and to plan public programming around collections as 
they are built. He emphasized that “the nature of Mexican American collections 
necessitates local effort.”13 In other words, the archives were almost exclusively 
in attics, closets, trunks, and file drawers.

Salvador Guereña’s “Archives and Manuscripts: Historical Antecedents to 
Contemporary Chicano Collections” appeared in 1987 and examined the devel-
opment of Mexican American collections primarily in the American Southwest 
and West. In 1990, Guereña followed up with the anthology Latino Librarianship, 
which included Cesar Caballero’s “Developing Hispanic Archival Collections” on 
collecting in Arizona, California, and Texas, and Nélida Perez and Amilcar Tirado 
Avilies’s article on the development of the library and archives at the Center for 
Puerto Rican Studies, Hunter College, New York. These authors also emphasized 
the challenge that Latino archives remain primarily in private hands. To iden-
tify and preserve these archives, archivists need to develop trust and long-term 
relationships through deliberate, earnest, and ongoing community outreach, 
preservation workshops, and patience.14 

In 2005, the authors of this case study each published writings on Latino 
archives. Tracy Grimm, then archivist and head, Julian Samora Library at the 
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University of Notre Dame, produced a research report with analysis and recom-
mendations based upon a national survey of recent Latino art archives initia-
tives.15 Chon Noriega, professor of Cinema and Media Studies, and director of 
the Chicano Studies Research Center at the University of California, Los Angeles, 
authored “Preservation Matters,” an essay that articulated a case for scholar-
ship’s social responsibility and the CSRC’s community-oriented effort to pre-
serve Latino archives.16  

The Case Studies

Prior to 2005, CSRC and ILS had independently begun to identify and pre-
serve Latino arts archives in private hands. Noriega, a scholar keenly aware of 
the lack of Latino representation in the art historical canon and the correspond-
ing inaccessibility of primary source materials, became CSRC director in 2002. 
He began to address the preservation of Latino archives in California by hiring 
the center’s first professional archivist, publishing a series of research reports, 
and hosting public meetings with the arts community. Grimm, an archivist with 
experience working with the New York State Archives Documentary Heritage 
Program during the 1990s, joined ILS in 2000 and began a documentation plan-
ning initiative for Latino arts archives in the Midwest region. 

In 2005, CSRC and ILS became collaborating partner institutions in a 
Museum of Fine Arts, Houston (MFAH) multiyear, international effort to identify, 
digitize, and create a Web-based archives of critical writings by Latin American 
and Latino artists.17 The MFAH’s project allowed the centers to share research 
and insights on methodology and to proceed in dialogue with their previously 
independent efforts. In addition to leading a national effort to identify critical 
writings of Latino artists for the MFAH project, CSRC conducted a more com-
prehensive Latino art archives survey of the Los Angeles region (2004–2007) and 
launched an LGBT/Mujeres Initiative (2008–2012) to establish a unique commu-
nity archiving program focused on race, gender, and sexuality. Similarly, the ILS 
managed the Midwest regional portion of the MFAH project’s critical writings 
survey and initiated broader documentation survey work beginning with a pilot 
project in Chicago that led to the development of a Midwest regional survey and 
publications project—the Midwest Latino Arts Documentary Heritage Project 
(MidLAD). 

Each center’s activities reflected a documentation planning methodology 
adapted for Latino arts, with a strong focus on building mutually beneficial 
relationships and community networks. We will discuss the preliminary assess-
ment and mapping work that was necessary to begin identifying key artists, 
arts organizations, and watershed events. From there we will discuss four areas 
of our work with the Latino arts community: collaborations, collections surveys, 
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collecting, and publication. In each discussion, we will give insights and exam-
ples from our experiences. 

Assessing the State of Latino Art Archives 

Research by CSRC and others beginning in 2003 revealed the state of pres-
ervation and accessibility of Latino art archives. Overall, results warned of a 
history at risk. In one study, survey findings showed that nationally, Latino arts 
leaders clearly recognized a crisis in the preservation of their history and identi-
fied factors that make it difficult, if not impossible, to do as much as they would 
like toward that goal.18 Other research clearly showed that very few index cita-
tions for Latino artists exist—their history remains to be written.19 Collections 
in private hands are disappearing with the aging of the pioneers of the Chicano 
rights movement, while only a handful of archives are making a concerted 
effort to collect these materials.20 Findings indicated that it is almost too late 
to find and collect primary sources from many Latino cultural organizations, 
artists, and arts leaders. Indeed, much stands to be lost—beyond art history, the 
arts often communicate and reflect political and social movements, particularly 
in the Latino community. Latino archives would contain significant materials 
about activism, civil rights, youth movements, human rights, and cultural iden-
tity—all significant tracts of U.S. social history for students of American studies, 
history, political science, and literature.21 These archives have broad cross-disci-
plinary application.

Mapping 

Considering CSRC’s research findings, the ILS sought a basic history of 
twentieth-century Latino arts activity in the Midwest to serve as a guide to 
locate collections. However, unlike the coasts and in the Southwest, no such 
source existed. In the Midwest, with the possible exception of Chicago, Latino 
arts and culture historically have been the marginalized of the marginalized. 
Even among art historians, it is not common knowledge that Latino artists 
have a long history across the Midwest. In fact, artists and organizations have 
been working in Detroit, Kansas City, Milwaukee, Cleveland, and Minneapolis 
for much of the twentieth century. 

Because so little has been written about midwestern Latino arts, it was 
critical for our archival initiative first to uncover a history of arts activity that 
would lead us to collections. Grimm partnered with colleague and doctoral 
candidate Olga Herrera, whose exhaustive research led to the identification or 
“mapping” of key people, organizations, and exhibitions. Her research led to 
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our first contacts within the Latino arts community, which would in turn lead 
us to others. 

The CSRC’s Latino Arts Survey of Los Angeles (2004–2007) resulted in fif-
teen new archival collections and fifty-seven oral history interviews with twenty 
artists. The survey focused initially on nine arts groups established in Los 
Angeles between 1969 and 1977, and this documentation served as the corner-
stone for four museum-based and one library-based exhibition, including one 
titled Mapping Another L.A.: The Chicano Art Movement. This project also resulted 
in three publications that expanded on the concept of “mapping” artistic pres-
ence through social space and networks.22 While in some ways Chicano art in 
Los Angeles is better documented than in the Midwest, the earliest and most 
influential organizations were also the ones missing from the historical record. 

Identifying Collections and Working with Artists and Arts 
Organizations

To preserve the archives of this history at risk, our approach was collab-
orative and characterized by flexibility and expectations of long-term shared 
outcomes with our partners rather than just an immediate acquisition by the 
university. 

Collaborations  

As we knew from the model work of the New York State Archives, develop-
ing collaborations and building networks between stakeholders would be criti-
cal.23 The nuances of how to carry this out successfully, however, were not so 
apparent. 

Both centers used a model of regional “summit meetings” to initiate net-
works and gather input to guide efforts.24 The meetings brought together key 
artists, arts leaders, archivists, and art historians for three-to-four hour discus-
sions on preservation issues and brainstorming about key people, organizations, 
and events to be documented. But the meetings were also critical for building 
working relationships and clarifying the different outcomes each stakeholder 
needed for the collaborations to be meaningful. These included collection devel-
opment and the production of new knowledge on the university side, but the 
meetings also addressed the question of how these outcomes could serve as 
validation mechanisms for artists and capacity-building for arts organizations 
in the Latino community. 

From the experience of these summit meetings, we learned that it was crit-
ical to gain cosponsorship from within the community, that flexibility in defin-
ing multiple outcomes pays off, and that sensitivity to the emotional impact 
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and deep regard community members hold for legacy is paramount. For exam-
ple, the ILS Wisconsin summit meeting was cosponsored by Latino Arts, Inc., an 
established arts organization based at Milwaukee’s United Community Center. 
Latino Arts helped identify key participants and provided contact information, 
local guidance, and a meeting space. Flexibility proved successful in the case of 
an ILS Michigan summit meeting. Rather than the planned three-hour ILS-led 
program, we accepted an hour slot in the annual meeting of the statewide orga-
nization Artes Unidas de Michigan. We made our presentation and attended the 
day’s events as conference participants, as well as the evening’s social events. 
The long-term results are some of our most productive, with several collec-
tions preserved and two collaborative grant proposals developed. We continue 
to receive calls for advice and surveys.

Grimm’s prior experience with the New York State Archives and Noriega’s 
curatorial work with community-based venues had impressed upon them the 
need to be sensitive to the emotional impact and deep regard all individuals 
hold for legacy and history. During summit meetings, ILS and CSRC never spoke 
in terms of “value” and “importance”—instead, conversations focused on “water-
shed events,” “key figures,” and “mentors.” We asked participants to tell us who 
and what should be documented, and we let their input guide us to collections. 
We found it important to focus on people and events most everyone agreed had 
made a difference—beginning with the veteranos, or the highly respected senior 
artists and arts organizers. 

As simple as it may seem, we stressed the importance of hospitality for 
summit participants. Nice refreshments in a comfortable meeting space signal 
you appreciate the participants and value their input. ILS learned this lesson 
from evaluation forms completed at its first summit meeting. We had left food 
planning to the last minute and did not anticipate the message candy corn, 
apples, and bottled water would send. The next ILS summit included light hors 
d’oeuvres and flavored water. 

Collections Surveys 

With support from the MFAH and additional grants CSRC and ILS were 
awarded from the Getty Foundation, both were able to follow up summit meet-
ings with field surveys with individual artists and arts organizations. In addi-
tion to preliminary inventory and condition assessment information gathered 
during these surveys, we conveyed to the records creators an understanding of 
what kinds of papers are typically “archival” and how to care for them. No two 
surveys proceeded in exactly the same way, but each was an important step in 
developing relationships with potential donors. In fact, the actual survey pro-
cesses varied widely. Some individuals were very organized, while others kept 
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papers in milk crates, Charmin boxes, or shoe boxes, and desperately wanted 
help gaining control of them. They welcomed sitting on the floor with the sur-
veyor surrounded by loose papers and photographs, talking through ways to 
keep them better organized. Spending two hours discussing the types, functions, 
and origins of the materials and helping to group them into labeled folders 
(exhibition files, correspondence, lectures, etc.) helped the participant manage 
his or her records better and establish better control over new materials going 
forward. This kind of hands-on assistance to community members is critical 
to stabilizing a collection, and, as such, constituted both an act of community 
relations and a professional obligation vis-à-vis collection development. We have 
found that collections can be identified and safeguarded by intervening prior 
to acquisition and providing archival supplies such as acid-free boxes, folders, 
interleaving paper, and equipment based upon needs identified during field sur-
veys. In Chicago, for example, a field survey of the art collective Polvo, revealed 
that its publications and nearly all records of its past exhibitions existed only 
in electronic form on a laptop. In fact, some early publications had been lost 
due to a computer hard-drive crash. The need for a simple way to back up these 
unique records periodically was critical. We were happy to hear that the rela-
tively inexpensive ($120) hard drive the MidLAD initiative was able to purchase 
for the arts collective was useful. The following quote is from Polvo founding 
member Miguel Cortez:

We received the USB hard drive many weeks (months) ago and I have been 
backing up everything since. Thanks much. This really helped us. Below is info 
on our next show which will be one of our usual interesting thematic group 
shows. I will document everything and post as much of it online later.25

The CSRC initiated an ongoing effort to digitize artists’ slides, providing 
them with a hard drive containing color-corrected, hi-resolution TIFF files for 
their own professional use, but also securing an important digital archives in 
the process. In many cases, this attention to the parallel needs of the artists 
vis-à-vis access to their own materials was an important first step toward the 
establishment of both paper and digital collections at the university.26

Collecting 

Acquiring collections takes time, patience, persistence, and responsiveness 
to the needs of the potential donor. We viewed our goal as facilitating collection 
by the most appropriate repository rather than uncompromisingly gaining cus-
tody for our own institution. It was important to remember that our shared goal 
was to preserve the archives insofar as that served the needs of the university 
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and the arts community—not as an abstract ideal, but as a set of programmatic 
outcomes worked into the effort as a partnership. 

In one typical case, it was only after eight site visits, four years, and an oral 
history interview with an artist, that Grimm was invited to survey. Subsequently, 
the ILS has received a donation of five linear feet of rich materials with eleven 
more pending. In another case, the artist already had his papers neatly grouped, 
labeled, and stored in milk crates. Staff answered questions about preservation 
supplies, made labeling format suggestions, and later provided proper archival 
boxes and folders into which the artist rehoused the already well-organized 
materials, which included extensive files for every mural he had worked on 
over a thirty-year career. This artist plans to donate these files to an appropri-
ate repository in the future. The CSRC has had similar experiences and has also 
learned that digitization can play an important role in collections development. 
Some donors may not be comfortable giving up their originals immediately; 
selective digitization allows some materials to become more accessible while 
establishing a working relationship that may lead to collection donations. 

Publications  

Publishing monographs, research guides, and teaching guides based on 
the collections we have surveyed or acquired is a way our academic research 
centers contribute to knowledge production in our field and give back to the 
community partners. These tangible products provide a general history based 
on the archival record and become a departure point for new scholarship. The 
CSRC established the Chicano Archives publication series in 2005 to extend 
access to collections and stimulate new critical and historical research. Each 
peer-reviewed volume brings together resources related to one of the center’s 
special collections and includes original scholarship, the finding aid, reproduc-
tions of documents and images, and a selected bibliography. In volume 3, The 
Mexican Museum of San Francisco Papers, an appendix lists twenty-one prospective 
research topics the collection could support.27 This publication further enables 
the archives to become a source for interdisciplinary research by students and 
scholars to advance our understanding of Mexican and Mexican American art. 
For ILS, since its preliminary Midwest “mapping” work was the first to gather 
and compile this history, publishing a monograph to serve as a starting point 
for students and scholars made sense.28 A related interactive website was cre-
ated as an introductory research guide and to enable artists to contribute to 
the project’s history of exhibitions list.29 In addition, in 2012, with a team of 
students, the ILS created and published an iPad app as a teaching aid about the 
Day of the Dead cultural tradition based upon documentation of the annual 
celebration.30 
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Both CSRC and ILS have editorial staff (in the case of CSRC, an in-house 
press) and involve students in research, collection processing, and writing.31 
Involving graduate and undergraduate students serves our universities’ mis-
sions, providing professional hands-on training and credit. Student collections-
processing work and research for publications has been used as the basis for 
several UCLA student dissertations, including three published in the Chicano 
Archives series. Notre Dame undergraduate students from many disciplines 
have worked as research assistants on ILS projects, giving them excellent expe-
rience and opportunity to implement what they’ve learned in the classroom. In 
these ways, student involvement bridges library and research activities, while 
advancing a new generation of scholars whose training is grounded in archival 
processing and community partnership.

Surveys and Collection Development in a Community Setting

Since 2005, ILS has conducted thirty-three field surveys of private collec-
tions and acquired twenty-two collections as a result of its MidLAD initiative.32 
The collections range in volume from 0.5 linear feet to 17 linear feet. In addition, 
ILS facilitated the donation of two collections to the Bentley Historical Library at 
the University of Michigan.33 Similarly, CSRC has conducted field surveys around 
several project areas: Chicano Cinema Recovery Project, Latino Art Survey, LGBT/
Mujeres Initiative, and Mexican American Civic Participation Initiative.34 In the 
last decade, the CSRC has acquired about eighty collections, ranging from 0.5 
linear feet to nearly 800 linear feet. 

One example from ILS demonstrates the urgency of these efforts and the 
critical importance of interpersonal relationships in our engagement with com-
munity partners. A year after ILS surveyed the Casa de Unidad’s records, the 
twenty-five-year-old cultural organization tragically dissolved. The building 
landlord allowed forty-eight hours for removal of the “stuff” from the base-
ment or it would be set out on the curb. The archives of Casa de Unidad—a 
Detroit cultural organization that supported Cuban American, Puerto Rican, 
and Mexican American musicians, poets, artists, and theater groups—was nearly 
lost. Fortunately, through the Michigan summit meeting network ILS had estab-
lished, Grimm received an email within hours and was able to connect con-
cerned community members with Len Coombs at the Bentley Historical Library, 
University of Michigan. She shared survey data of the organization’s records 
with Coombs and, following some quick negotiations by Coombs, twenty-eight 
boxes of rich materials were collected before the landlord’s deadline, and the 
history of this Detroit cultural organization is now preserved and accessible. 
Similarly, the day before a rainstorm, CSRC secured the papers of a major 
Chicano art gallery that had closed and whose papers were stored outside. These 
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episodes demonstrate the fragility of the history of cultural organizations and 
the importance of coordinated collecting. Although many archivists can share 
similar tales of a collection’s rescue at the eleventh hour, it is important to rec-
ognize the critical role played by what Scott Cline called the “covenant” between 
archivists and community partners with a shared vision of “a broad societal 
good and the welfare of humankind.”35 

Both ILS and CSRC viewed collaborative collecting across multiple institu-
tions as essential to the preservation of Latino documentary heritage. From 
the start, we informed community members that our priority was preserva-
tion of and access to the archival resources, rather than just a desire to add to 
our institutions’ holdings. In all instances, we encouraged community members 
to explore the available options and to work with those institutions that best 
met their needs or with which they were most comfortable. This last point 
was grounded in the belief that collecting must be based on “shared outcomes” 
between the collecting institution(s) and the community. Thus, in addition to 
the measurable outcome of collections acquired by institutions, the long-term 
goal of preserving Latino arts history must take the needs of the community 
into account.

We have discussed ways in which a project can produce shared outcomes, 
or products, that advance scholarship and also benefit the donor community in 
its day-to-day needs (publications, digital assets, validation mechanisms). But 
preservation education itself is also an outcome that directly benefits a com-
munity. As a result of our summits, surveys, and workshops, community mem-
bers learned basic information about how to care for their records, acquired 
an understanding of the research value of their papers and files, and perhaps 
most importantly, developed a working relationship with an archivist who is 
now a resource to contact for advice, in time of crisis, or when they are ready to 
donate their records. With cosponsorship from arts organizations and libraries, 
institutional and grant funding, ILS and CSRC have held records management 
workshops for artists, arts nonprofits, and individual community members.36 
These workshops are very well attended and receive positive evaluations from 
participants.37

Conclusion 

No set model exists for working in communities. We have learned that 
the only constant rules are to be attentive to community needs, individual 
concerns, and the relationship between the community and your institution. 
While cultural competency and understanding are obviously required when 
working with ethnic archives, ultimately, a willingness to seek community 
members’ active input on legacy and historical significance alongside that of 
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subject experts may be even more important. The day-to-day process has to 
develop in dialogue with the community partners and be oriented toward a 
shared vision (that may in fact have different goals), and then be tailored to the 
resources at hand. 

While we generally followed a documentation planning model, we found 
the basic methodology of meetings with stakeholders, field surveys, donor 
development, and collecting to be lacking an important consideration—the 
work we do to identify and preserve collections from marginalized and under-
documented communities must at the same time strengthen the communities 
from whence the archives originate. Each institution must determine how best 
to support the communities with which it works. Our contributions resulted 
from dialogue and from garnering strong backing from our home institutions. 
In our cases, infrastructure support manifested itself in various ways—distribut-
ing external hard drives and archival supplies where needed, producing publi-
cations to stimulate new research based on the archives, providing technical 
advice and student assistance, conducting preservation workshops, digitizing 
materials, and sponsoring lecture series and exhibits.

Our experience suggests that strengthening the capacity of community 
organizations and individuals to care for their private archives is a critical com-
ponent of any effort to advance preservation and access to Latino archives, or 
any underrepresented community’s archives. While our two centers have with 
considerable persistence found ways and funds to do this and, on a much larger 
scale, the regional archivists and grant program model of the New York State 
Archives’ Documentary Heritage Program has seen success, how can compara-
tively modest institutions across the country hope to provide such support?

Indeed, it is critical that a variety of libraries and archives nationwide, 
from academic libraries and special collections to public libraries, engage in 
documenting underrepresented communities, particularly Latino communities. 
In this second decade of the twenty-first century, the diversity of American soci-
ety is rapidly increasing and expanding in geographic scope. The Latino popula-
tion, long established in American society, is at the forefront of this growth and 
expansion. Now, more than ever, it is imperative that the profession develop 
best practices that are practical, affordable, can be operationalized, and are 
effective in preserving Latino archives. But this issue is not just one of how to 
document an underrepresented, but significant population during a period of 
limited resources. Instead, it is about developing the working relationships and 
community partnerships that make that goal possible. Ultimately, to expand 
preservation of and access to primary source materials of underdocumented 
topics such as Latino history, the archives profession must support a methodol-
ogy that calls for assisting community organizations and individuals to care for 
their own history. In many cases, the trusting relationships that grow from this 
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will eventually result in donations to repositories and a more representative 
record of history for students and scholars. But they will have an even larger 
impact on the institution itself. The methodology we are calling for is essential 
for archivists, librarians, and our parent institutions if they are to remain rel-
evant in the emerging American cultural landscape.

The slow pace of preserving and making accessible minority and ethnic 
archives must be reversed. Forty years is too long to theorize and leave the col-
lecting to a few specialized research institutions, cultural centers, and indepen-
dent archives. These organizations remain critical and play a leadership role, 
but the broader preservation and access needs require a sustained investment 
by the larger institutions as well.38 We must set aside the fear of never being 
able to develop archival holdings truly representative of an ethnic group or 
minority and discard old notions of “collecting” in favor of a new role for archi-
vists as partners working toward a vision shared with community organiza-
tions. Archivists cannot do this alone. Success depends on collaborations with 
scholars/subject experts, our parent institutions, and community leaders and 
organizations.

The greatest challenge for archival institutions may be coming to grips 
with our changing roles as collector and controller of the archives of underrep-
resented communities. While this role as collector will remain in many cases, 
in others we need to accept the broader responsibility of supporting grassroots 
archives and helping them do the best job possible. Two initiatives to archive 
historically underrepresented groups that we can learn much from are the 
Black Metropolis Research Consortium (BMRC) in Chicago and the June L. Mazer 
Lesbian Archives in West Hollywood, California. Both are collaborative and work 
closely with grassroots organizations.39 More case studies of collaborative ini-
tiatives such as these, particularly with such strong independent community 
archives involvement, are needed in the archival literature. 

At the conclusion of Ham’s 1975 article, he issued a call: “As archivists we 
must be in a more exposed position than we have been in the past, one that is 
more vulnerable.”40 As the title of his seminal article suggests, he urged archi-
vists to be “on the edge,” looking for what we could not dream of if we chose 
instead to remain in our comfort zone of passive neutrality. In 2013, that edge is 
still there, of course, overlooking a landscape much changed by digital technol-
ogy, social media, and a population more diverse than ever. The difference today 
is that to succeed in our mission, archivists can no longer be alone on that edge. 
To succeed in preserving a more diverse record of the American experience, col-
laboration across institutions, disciplines, and communities will be necessary. 
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