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Person-Centred Archival Theory and Praxis

Introduction1  

jennifer douglas, mya ballin,  
and jessica lapp

A significant portion of archival practice involves working closely with the people 
who create, use, care for, and are documented in records, but until relatively 
recently, the archival field has rarely acknowledged in its theory, methodology, 
and pedagogy the degree to which it is – or should be – person centred. This 
special issue was conceived as part of an effort to highlight and consolidate devel-
opments toward a person-centred theory of archival care and to person-centred 
approaches to archival practice.  

We define person-centred approaches in the context of archival theory and 
praxis broadly, as those that shift attention from the record, where it has tradi-
tionally been almost exclusively focused, to the people who create, keep, use, 
and are represented in records.2 It is important to us to acknowledge that 
person-centred archival theory and praxis are not altogether new. We do not 
claim to be the first archival studies scholars to explore ideas about the person 
at the heart of records and recordkeeping practices, nor do we wish to erase or 

1 As guest editors, we wish to thank all of the authors who have contributed to this special issue and to the ACA 
In the Field blog posts that accompany this special issue. We are also deeply grateful to the peer reviewers and 
mentors who gave their time and expertise; to Archivaria’s editorial team; to Rebecca Murray, editor of In the 
Field; and to all archival scholars, archivists, recordkeepers, and memory workers who inspire us.

2 It should be noted that we are not advocating for the abandonment of focus on the record but, rather, for the 
consideration of the person and the record together. Not only does this approach emphasize the person; it also 
opens an opportunity to consider the potential person-like agency of records themselves. See, among others, 
Jessica Tai, Jimmy Zavala, Joyce Gabiola, Gracen Brilmyer, and Michelle Caswell, “Summoning the Ghosts: 
Records as Agents in Community Archives,” Journal of Contemporary Archival Studies 6, no. 1 (2020): 18,  
https://elischolar.library.yale.edu/jcas/vol6/iss1/18.
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downplay the work of professional archivists and records managers who have 
been actively working to respond to the needs of the people who create, use, 
and are represented in records. Exploring the concept of “firsting” in theory 
building and academic inquiry, Lauren Beck positions it as “the process through 
which a scholar presents an act, circumstance, or phenomenon generated by [a 
hu]man, or accomplishment to have occurred for the first time.”3 Max Liboiron 
describes firsting as endemic in academia, where students are trained to “stake 
out” their research areas and “claim” their territory. As Liboiron points out, 
these metaphors are rooted in coloniality.4 Firsting is a form of terra nullius.5 It 
presumes that nothing came before, and it effaces localized ways of knowing and 
building meaning. 

Many of the ways we talk about information in Western contexts – concepts of 
access, discovery, and innovation – are likewise inherently rooted in coloniality. 
For example, scholars critical of Western systems of knowledge attribution have 
tied conversations about intellectual ownership and novelty to the colonial 
treatment of land and title.6 We are mindful of the editorial and scholarly urge 
to proclaim newness or to “stake a claim” to the term person centred. Our aim is 
instead to bring together a varied corpus of work that explores different ways of 
centring people in archives and records work in order to understand common-
alities and differences in approaches and to bring person-centred theories and 
approaches into deliberate conversation with each other. Our hope is that this 
special issue can provide some framing for understanding – and continuing 
to explore and extend – what constitutes, or could constitute, person-centred 
archival theory and practice. 

As part of this framing, we consider how archivists and archival scholars 
have already begun to centre people. Although the term person centred (or  

3 Lauren Beck, “Firsting in Discovery and Exploration History,” Terrae Incognitae 49, no. 2 (2017): 109–13, 109, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00822884.2017.1351596. (emphasis added)

4 Max Liboiron, “Firsting in Research,” Discard Studies, January 18, 2021, https://discardstudies.com/2021/01/18 
/firsting-in-research/.

5 Daniel Heath Justice, Why Indigenous Literatures Matter (Waterloo, ON: Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2018), 10.

6 See, among others, Zoe Todd, “An Indigenous Feminist’s Take on the Ontological Turn: ‘Ontology’ Is Just 
Another Word for Colonialism,” Journal of Historical Sociology 29, no. 1 (2016): 4–22, https://onlinelibrary.wiley 
.com/doi/abs/10.1111/johs.12124; Jane Anderson and Kim Christen, “Decolonizing Attribution: Traditions of 
Exclusion,” Journal of Radical Librarianship 5 (2019): 113–52, https://journal.radicallibrarianship.org/index.php/
journal/article/view/38. 
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human centred) has only recently been used to describe archival approaches,7 
the archival studies literature has, for the last decade especially, seen a tremen-
dous shift in emphasis toward the people who participate in making, keeping, 
and using records and those who are impacted by these actions. Person- 
centred approaches are evident in and across recent archival scholarship, 
especially scholarship related to personal and community archives8 and in  

7 Elizabeth Shepherd, Victoria Hoyle, Elizabeth Lomas, Andrew Flinn, and Anna Sexton, “Towards a Human- 
Centred Participatory Approach to Child Social Care Recordkeeping,” Archival Science 20, no. 4 (2020): 307–25. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-020-09338-9; Genevieve Weber, “From Documents to People: Working Towards 
Indigenizing the BC Archives,” BC Studies 199 (Autumn 2018): 95–112, https://ojs.library.ubc.ca/index.php 
/bcstudies/article/view/190360/188521. 

8 For an overview of the history and development of thinking about personal and community archives, see 
Catherine Hobbs, “Reenvisioning the Personal: Reframing Traces of Individual Life,” in Currents of Archival 
Thinking, ed. Terry Eastwood and Heather MacNeil (Santa Barbara, CA: Libraries Unlimited, 2010), 213–41; Terry 
Cook, “Evidence, Memory, Identity, and Community: Four Shifting Archival Paradigms,” Archival Science 13,  
no. 2 (2013): 95–120, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-012-9180-7; Jeannette Bastian and Andrew Flinn, eds., 
Community Archives, Community Spaces: Heritage, Memory and Identity (London: Facet Publishing, 2019).
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scholarship that  draws on Indigenous,9 queer,10 feminist,11 anti-racist,12 anti- and 

9 Livia Iacovino, “Rethinking Archival, Ethical and Legal Frameworks for Records of Indigenous Australian Commu-
nities: A Participant Relationship Model of Rights and Responsibilities,” Archival Science 10, no. 4 (2010): 353–72, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-010-9120-3; Trish Luker, “Decolonising Archives: Indigenous Challenges to Record 
Keeping in ‘Reconciling’ Settler Colonial States,” Australian Feminist Studies 32, no. 91–92 (2017): 108–25,  
https://doi.org/10.1080/08164649.2017.1357011; Tricia Logan, “Questions of Privacy and Confidentiality after 
Atrocity: Collecting and Retaining Records of the Residential School System in Canada,” Genocide Studies 
International 12, no. 1 (2018): 92–102, https://doi.org/10.3138/gsi.12.1.06; Melanie Delva, “Decolonizing the Prisons 
of Cultural Identity: Denominational Archives and Indigenous ‘Manifestations of Culture,’” Toronto Journal of 
Theology 34, no. 1 (2018): 3–20, https://doi.org/10.3138/tjt.2017-0016; Sue McKemmish, Jane Bone, Joanne Evans, 
Frank Golding, Antonina Lewis, Gregory Rolan, Kirsten Thorpe, and Jacqueline Wilson, “Decolonizing Record-
keeping and Archival Praxis in Childhood Out-of-Home Care and Indigenous Archival Collections,” Archival 
Science 20, no. 1 (2020): 21–49, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-019-09321-z.

10 K.J. Rawson, “Accessing Transgender // Desiring Queer(er?) Archival Logics,” Archivaria 68 (Fall 2009), 123–40, 
https://archivaria.ca/index.php/archivaria/article/view/13234; Alana Kumbier, Ephemeral Material: Queering 
the Archive (Sacramento, CA: Litwin Books, 2014); Marika Cifor, “Aligning Bodies: Collecting, Arranging, and 
Describing Hatred for a Critical Queer Archives,” Library Trends 64, no. 4 (2016): 756–75, https://doi.org/10.1353 
/lib.2016.0010; Jamie A. Lee, “A Queer/ed Archival Methodology: Archival Bodies as Nomadic Subjects,” in 
“Critical Archival Studies,” ed. Michelle Caswell, Ricardo Punzalan, and T-Kay Sangwand, special issue, Journal 
of Critical Library and Information Studies 1, no. 2 (2017), https://doi.org/10.24242/jclis.v1i2.26; T.L. Cowan and 
Jasmine Rault, “Onlining Queer Acts: Digital Research Ethics and Caring for Risky Archives,” Women & Perfor-
mance: A Journal of Feminist Theory 28, no. 2 (2018): 121–42, https://doi.org/10.1080/0740770X.2018.1473985.

11 Elizabeth K. Keenan and Lisa Darms, “Safe Space: The Riot Grrrl Collection,” Archivaria 76 (Fall 2013): 55–74; 
Shawna Ferris and Danielle Allard, “Tagging for Activist Ends and Strategic Ephemerality: Creating the Sex Work 
Database as an Activist Digital Archive,” Feminist Media Studies 16, no. 2 (2016): 189–204, https://doi.org/10.1080
/14680777.2015.1118396; Jennifer Douglas and Alexandra Alisauskas, “‘It Feels Like a Life’s Work’: Recordkeeping 
as an Act of Love,” Archivaria 91 (Spring/Summer 2021): 6–37; Jessica M. Lapp, “‘The Only Way We Knew How’: 
Provenancial Fabulation in Archives of Feminist Materials,” Archival Science (2021), https://doi.org/10.1007 
/s10502-021-09376-x.

12 Mario H. Ramirez, “Being Assumed Not to Be: A Critique of Whiteness as an Archival Imperative,” American 
Archivist 78, no. 2 (2015): 339–56; Kellee E. Warren, “We Need These Bodies, But Not Their Knowledge: Black 
Women in the Archival Science Professions and Their Connection to the Archives of Enslaved Black Women in 
the French Antilles,” Library Trends 64, no. 4 (2016): 776–94, https://doi.org/10.1353/lib.2016.0012; Tonia Suther-
land, “Archival Amnesty: In Search of Black American Transitional and Restorative Justice,” in “Critical Archival 
Studies,” ed. Caswell, Punzalan, and Sangwand, special issue, Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies 
1, no. 2 (2017), https://doi.org/10.24242/jclis.v1i2.42; Ellen Engseth, “Cultural Competency: A Framework for Equity, 
Diversity, and Inclusion in the Archival Profession in the United States,” American Archivist 81, no. 2 (2018): 
460–82; Alexis A. Antracoli, Annalise Berdini, Kelly Bolding, Faith Charlton, Amanda Ferrara, Valencia Johnson, 
and Katy Rawdon, “Anti-Racist Description Resources,” Archives for Black Lives in Philadelphia, October 2019, 
https://archivesforblacklives.files.wordpress.com/2019/10/ardr_final.pdf.
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de-colonial,13 and disability14 studies. This body of work explores ideas about 

13 Nancy Liliana Godoy, “Community-Driven Archives: Conocimiento, Healing, and Justice,” in “Radical Empathy 
in Archival Practice,” ed. Elvia Arroyo-Ramírez, Jasmine Jones, Shannon O’Neill, and Holly Smith, special issue, 
Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies 3, no. 2 (2021), https://doi.org/10.24242/jclis.v3i2.136; Ellen 
Namhila, “Content and Use of Colonial Archives: An Under-Researched Issue,” Archival Science 16, no. 2 (2016): 
111–23, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-014-9234-0; T-Kay Sangwand, “Preservation Is Political: Enacting Contrib-
utive Justice and Decolonizing Transnational Archival Collaborations,” KULA: Knowledge Creation, Dissemina-
tion, and Preservation Studies 2, no. 1 (2018), 1–14, https://doi.org/10.5334/kula.36; Daniela Agostinho, “Archival 
Encounters: Rethinking Access and Care in Digital Colonial Archives,” Archival Science 19, no. 2 (2019): 141–65, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-019-09312-0; Temi Odumosu, “The Crying Child: On Colonial Archives, Digitization, 
and Ethics of Care in the Cultural Commons,” Current Anthropology 61, no. S22 (2020),  
https://doi.org/10.1086/710062.

14 Sara White, “Crippling the Archives: Negotiating Notions of Disability in Appraisal and Arrangement and 
Description,” American Archivist 75, no. 1 (2012): 109–24, https://doi.org/10.17723/aarc.75.1.c53h4712017n4728; 
Mary Horodyski, “‘Society Seems Like It Doesn’t Even Know...’: Archival Records Regarding People Labelled with 
Intellectual Disability Who Have Been Institutionalized in Manitoba” (MA thesis, University of Manitoba, 2017), 
http://hdl.handle.net/1993/32118; Gracen Brilmyer, “Towards Sickness: Developing a Critical Disability Archival 
Methodology,” Journal of Feminist Scholarship 17, no. 17 (2020): 26–45, https://doi.org/10.23860/jfs.2020.17.03.
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symbolic annihilation,15 radical empathy,16 affect,17 the body and embodiment,18 
and ethics of care19 (and this is not an exhaustive or mutually exclusive list). 

15 Michelle Caswell, “Seeing Yourself in History: Community Archives and the Fight against Symbolic Annihilation,” 
Public Historian 36, no. 4 (2014): 26–37, https://doi.org/10.1525/tph.2014.36.4.26; Gabriel D. Solis, “Documenting 
State Violence: (Symbolic) Annihilation & Archives of Survival,” KULA: Knowledge Creation, Dissemination, and 
Preservation Studies 2, no. 1 (2018): 1–11, 7, http://doi.org/10.5334/kula.28; Lae’l Hughes-Watkins, “Moving Toward 
a Reparative Archive: A Roadmap for a Holistic Approach to Disrupting Homogenous Histories in Academic 
Repositories and Creating Inclusive Spaces for Marginalized Voices,” Journal of Contemporary Archival Studies 5, 
no. 1 (2018): 6, https://elischolar.library.yale.edu/jcas/vol5/iss1/6/; Elspeth H. Brown, “Archival Activism, Symbolic 
Annihilation, and the LGBTQ2+ Community Archives,” Archivaria 89 (Spring 2020): 6–33.

16 Michelle Caswell and Marika Cifor, “From Human Rights to Feminist Ethics: Radical Empathy in the Archives,” 
Archivaria 81 (Spring 2016): 23–43; Holly Smith, “Radical Love: Documenting Underrepresented Communities 
Using Principles of Radical Empathy,” Journal of the Society of North Carolina Archivists 15 (2018): 2–11, https://
web.archive.org/web/20210512225015/http://ncarchivists.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/jsnca_vol15_smith.
pdf; James Lowry, “Radical Empathy, the Imaginary and Affect in (Post)Colonial Records: How to Break out of 
International Stalemates on Displaced Archives,” Archival Science 19, no. 2 (2019): 185–203, https://doi.org/10.1007 
/s10502-019-09305-z; Elvia Arroyo-Ramírez, “Radical Empathy in the Context of Suspended Grief: An Affective 
Web of Mutual Loss,” in “Radical Empathy in Archival Practice,” ed. Arroyo-Ramírez, Jones, O’Neill, and Smith, 
special issue, Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies 3, no. 2 (2021), https://doi.org/10.24242/jclis 
.v3i2.134.

17 Melissa Autumn White, “Archives of Intimacy and Trauma: Queer Migration Documents as Technologies of 
Affect,” Radical History Review 2014, no. 120 (2014): 75–93; Anne J. Gilliland, “Moving Past: Probing the Agency 
and Affect of Recordkeeping in Individual and Community Lives in Post-Conflict Croatia,” Archival Science 14, 
no. 3 (2014): 249–74, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-014-9231-3; Marika Cifor and Anne J. Gilliland, “Affect and the 
Archive, Archives and Their Affects: An Introduction to the Special Issue,” Archival Science 16, no. 1 (2016): 1–6, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-015-9263-3; Dima Saber and Paul Long, “‘I Will Not Leave, My Freedom Is More 
Precious than My Blood’. From Affect to Precarity: Crowd-Sourced Citizen Archives as Memories of the Syrian 
War,” Archives and Records 38, no. 1 (2017): 80–99, https://doi.org/10.1080/23257962.2016.1274256; Itza Carbajal, 
“The Politics of Being an Archival Donor: Defining the Affective Relationship Between Archival Donors and Archi-
vists,” in “Radical Empathy in Archival Practice,” ed. Arroyo-Ramírez, Jones, O’Neill, and Smith, special issue, 
Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies 3, no. 2 (2021), https://journals.litwinbooks.com/index.php 
/jclis/article/view/114.

18 Marika Cifor, “Presence, Absence, and Victoria’s Hair: Examining Affect and Embodiment in Trans Archives,” 
Transgender Studies Quarterly 2, no. 4 (2015): 645–49, https://doi.org/10.1215/23289252-3151565; Jamie A. Lee, “Be/
longing in the Archival Body: Eros and the ‘Endearing’ Value of Material Lives,” Archival Science 16, no. 1 (2016): 
33–51, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-016-9264-x; Tonia Sutherland, “Making a Killing: On Race, Ritual, and (Re)
membering in Digital Culture,” Preservation, Digital Technology & Culture 46, no. 1 (2017): 32–40, https://doi.
org/10.1515/pdtc-2017-0025; Ferrin Evans, “Love (and Loss) in the Time of COVID-19: Translating Trauma into an 
Archives of Embodied Immediacy,” American Archivist 85, no. 1 (2022): 15–29, https://doi.org/10.17723/2327 
-9702-85.1.15.

19 Catherine Hobbs, “Personal Ethics: Being an Archivist of Writers,” in Basements and Attics, Closets and Cyber-
space: Explorations in Canadian Women’s Archives, ed. Linda M. Morra and Jessica Schagerl (Waterloo, ON: 
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2012), 181–92; Jennifer Douglas, Alexandra Alisauskas, and Devon Mordell, “‘Treat 
Them With the Reverence of Archivists’: Records Work, Grief Work, and Relationship Work in the Archives,” 
Archivaria 88 (Fall 2019): 84–120; Amanda Demeter, “Disgust and Fascination: Feminist Ethics of Care and the 
Ted Bundy Investigative Files,” in “Radical Empathy in Archival Practice,” ed. Arroyo-Ramírez, Jones, O’Neill, and 
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Person-centred approaches are also evident in archival practices that centre the 
perspectives of individuals and communities, especially those that have histor-
ically been harmed by archival work:20 for example, reparative description and 
redescription projects seek to address the impacts of racism and other forms of 
discrimination in finding aids and in records themselves;21 takedown policies on 
archival websites give individuals and communities some say in which materials 
are available to which publics;22 and trauma-informed approaches to a range 
of archival functions and relationships seek to support and empower people 
who use or are documented in records.23 Person-centred approaches have also 
begun to acknowledge the archives and records worker as a person.24 Work on 

Smith, special issue, Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies 3, no. 2 (2021), https://doi.org/10.24242 
/jclis.v3i2.124.

20 Verne Harris, “The Archival Sliver: Power, Memory, and Archives in South Africa,” Archival Science 2, no. 1 (2002): 
63–86, https://doi.org/10.1007/BF02435631; Rodney G.S. Carter, “Of Things Said and Unsaid: Power, Archival 
Silences, and Power in Silence,” Archivaria 61 (Spring 2006), 215–33; Jaqueline Z. Wilson and Frank Golding, 
“Latent Scrutiny: Personal Archives as Perpetual Mementos of the Official Gaze,” Archival Science 16, no. 1 
(2016): 93–109, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-015-9255-3; Anne J. Gilliland, “A Matter of Life or Death: A Critical 
Examination of the Role of Official Records and Archives in Supporting the Agency of the Forcibly Displaced,” 
in “Critical Archival Studies,” ed. Caswell, Punzalan, and Sangwand, special issue, Journal of Critical Library 
and Information Studies 1, no. 2 (2017), https://doi.org/10.24242/jclis.v1i2.36; Jimmy Zavala, Alda Allina Migoni, 
Michelle Caswell, Noah Geraci, and Marika Cifor, “‘A Process Where We’re All at the Table’: Community Archives 
Challenging Dominant Modes of Archival Practice,” Archives and Manuscripts 45, no. 3 (2017): 202–15, https://doi 
.org/10.1080/01576895.2017.1377088.

21 Alicia Chilcott, “Towards Protocols for Describing Racially Offensive Language in UK Public Archives,” Archival 
Science 19, no. 4 (2019): 359–76, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-019-09314-y; Jessica Tai, “Cultural Humility as a 
Framework for Anti-Oppressive Archival Description,” in “Radical Empathy in Archival Practice,” ed. Arroyo-
Ramírez, Jones, O’Neill, and Smith, special issue, Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies 3, no. 2 
(2021), https://doi.org/10.24242/jclis.v3i2.120; Danielle Robichaud, “Integrating Equity and Reconciliation Work 
into Archival Descriptive Practice at the University of Waterloo,” Archivaria 91 (Spring/Summer 2021), 74–103.

22 Shelly Black, “The Implications of Digital Collection Takedown Requests on Archival Appraisal,” Archival Science 
20, no. 1 (2020): 91–101, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-019-09322-y.

23 Lisa P. Nathan, Elizabeth Shaffer, and Maggie Castor, “Stewarding Collections of Trauma: Plurality, Respon-
sibility, and Questions of Action,” Archivaria 80 (Fall 2015), 89–118; Kirsten Wright and Nicola Laurent, “Safety, 
Collaboration, and Empowerment: Trauma-Informed Archival Practice,” Archivaria 91 (Spring/Summer 2021): 
38–73.

24 Chaitra Powell, Holly Smith, Shanee’ Murrain, and Skyla Hearn, “This [Black] Woman’s Work: Exploring Archival 
Projects that Embrace the Identity of the Memory Worker,” KULA: Knowledge Creation, Dissemination, and Pres-
ervation Studies 2, no. 1 (2018): 5, http://doi.org/10.5334/kula.25; Jennifer Douglas, “Talking to Archivists About 
Emotions (I): Introducing the Research,” Hard Feelings (blog), July 20, 2021, https://blogs.ubc.ca 
/hardfeelings/2021/07/20/talking-to-archivists-about-emotions-i-introducing-the-research/; Cheryl Regehr, 
Wendy Duff, Henria Aton, and Christa Sato, “‘Humans and Records are Entangled’: Empathic Engagement and 
Emotional Response in Archivists,” Archival Science (2022), https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-022-09392-5; Jennifer 
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secondary or vicarious trauma;25 on precarity;26 on systems of oppression within 
archival education, professional associations, and institutions;27 and efforts to 
create safe spaces for IBPOC and LGBTQIA2S+ students and archivists indicate 
a shift to recognizing that archivists cannot (and should not) remove their own 
personhood from their experiences of archives and their many emotional and 
relational demands.28 

This very broad sketch of the contours of archival scholarship cannot possibly 
acknowledge all of the scholars and practices whose contributions could be 
considered person centred. Our tracing of the past is centred in our under-
standing that, to quote Sara Ahmed, “Citation is feminist memory. Citation is 
how we acknowledge our debt to those who came before. . . . Citations can be 
feminist bricks: they are the materials through which, from which, we create 
our dwellings.”29 The previous paragraph attempts to sketch the landscape on 
which the articles in this issue continue to build. We note here how metaphors 
of land and building – metaphors of settlerism – assert themselves so easily, and 
we recognize how problematically gestural30 our citation of decades’ worth of 
research in a single paragraph might seem. In Why Indigenous Literatures Matter, 
Daniel Heath Justice considers the way that “always citing the same small circle 
of voices is both harmful to the health of the field and disrespectful to the many 

Douglas, Alexandra Alisauskas, Elizabeth Bassett, Noah Duranseaud, Ted Lee, and Christina Mantey, “‘These Are 
Not Just Pieces of Paper’: Acknowledging Grief and Other Emotions in Pursuit of Person-Centered Archives,” 
Archives & Manuscripts 50, no. 1 (2022): 5–29, https://doi.org/10.37683/asa.v50.10211.

25 Katie Sloan, Jennifer Vanderfluit, and Jennifer Douglas. “Not ‘Just My Problem to Handle’: Emerging Themes on 
Secondary Trauma and Archivists,” Journal of Contemporary Archival Studies 6 (2019): 20, https://elischolar.library 
.yale.edu/jcas/vol6/iss1/20. 

26 L. Rebecca Johnson Melvin, Sheridan Sayles, and Amy C. Vo, “Perspectives on Precarity: A Multifaceted Look 
at the Status of Project Archivists” (presentation at the annual meeting of the Society of American Archivists, 
virtual, August 5–8, 2020), https://udspace.udel.edu/handle/19716/27825.

27 Ann Abney, Veronica Denison, Chris Tanguay, and Michelle Ganz, “Understanding the Unseen: Invisible Disabili-
ties in the Workplace,” American Archivist 85, no. 1 (2022): 88–103, https://doi.org/10.17723/2327-9702-85.1.88.

28 Audra Eagle Yun’s keynote address to the Society of California Archivists annual general meeting in Palm 
Springs on May 20, 2022, explores all these aspects of archival work and how they are or can be animated by the 
love, hope, and courage of the archivist. An edited version of the keynote is available online. Audra Eagle Yun, 
“Archives Are People: Love, Hope, and Courage for Our Future,” 2022, https://escholarship.org/uc/item/37z011gc.

29 Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2017), 15–16.

30 For further discussion, see Xin Liu, “The Use/Less Citations in Feminist Research,” Australian Feminist Studies 36, 
no. 108 (2021): 212–21, https://doi.org/10.1080/08164649.2021.1995845.
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fine scholars and writers whose work informs, enhances, challenges, and compli-
cates our broader conversation. It’s also a political choice that too often silences 
the less empowered and enfranchised, who are often the ones with the most 
trenchant understandings.”31 While we have endeavoured to cite not only “the 
same small circle,” we have undoubtedly left out some voices; we are glad to note 
that the contributors to this special issue have also endeavoured to be generous 
and intentional in their citation practices and in their continued expansion of 
our understanding of what it means to consider people at the centre of a model 
of archival care.  

This special issue began with a call for expressions of interest, and we received 
dozens of excellent responses. We quickly realized that the special issue would 
necessarily represent a selective view of person-centred archival theory and 
praxis; this is true of any special issue, it being impossible to capture all facets 
and angles of a topic in a single publication at a single time. Instead of seeing this 
as a limitation, we see it as another way of resisting claims to an authoritative 
or final definition of what it means to be person centred in archival theory and 
praxis. We see this special issue as an opening, an invitation.  

 

Key Themes 

While the articles in this special issue approach the idea of person-centredness 
from different angles, reading them together surfaces a number of key themes 
that connect to and build on the scholarship and praxis noted above.  

Acknowledging Archival Harms and the Necessity of Reparation  
Each of the included articles recognizes that traditional archival theory and 
the practices enacting it have caused real harm to individuals and communi-
ties. The articles identify harms resulting from descriptive practices that include 
harmful language (Lomas et al.); exclude specific stories, people, and events 
(Laurent, O’Neill, and Wright); and deny agency to those whom they impact 
(Brilmyer). Contributors also recognize a kind of harm that Krystal Payne iden-
tifies as specifically archival (Payne), which results from extractive mentalities 
and practices (Christen) such as “hungry listening,” the extraction of materials 

31 Justice, Why Indigenous Literatures Matter, 242.
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from communities, and paternalistic notions of what records are and what kinds 
of care they need. Silencing is another common form of archival harm, which, 
as our contributors demonstrate, happens in many ways, including through 
disappearance (Aton; Qvortrup and Giraldo), by design (Brilmyer), and in accor-
dance with policies and conventions (Lomas et al.; Laurent, O’Neill, and Wright; 
Brilmyer; Guerrero).  

The articles included in this special issue work to identify archival harms, but 
they do not stop there; instead, each emphasizes the importance of repairing 
harms through the development of new archival theories and methodolo-
gies. The authors in this issue write against the idea that reparation – and any 
practice that is truly person centred and liberatory – can be enacted through 
what Dorothy Berry calls “workflow adjustment”;32 instead, they recognize that 
archival reparations can only be achieved through fundamental changes to the 
ways we think about relationships and care.   

Importance of Relationality  
Weaving its way through every piece in this special issue is the concept of rela-
tionality, which is variously explored in the relationships between records and 
record subjects (Laurent, O’Neill, and Wright; Lomas et al.); record subjects and 
archivists (Malek); archivists and records creators (Payne); archival workers 
and record-creating communities (Christen); and users and archival spaces 
(Brilmyer), archival practitioners (Guerrero), and record custodians (Aton; 
Qvortrup and Giraldo). In the context of this issue, relationality refers to the 
affective, emotional, and at times physical relationships that form between 
archival materials and the persons who activate them. Emerging from this rich 
field of inquiry are some core unifying concepts. Christen positions attribution 
and acknowledgement as necessarily relational. Building on Liboiron’s work, 
Christen states, “Citation is not only a mode of acknowledgement . . . it is a form 
of relation.” She asks us, as archival workers and practitioners, to build better 
listening practices that, rather than being “starved from relations,” are in full 
relationship with record-creating communities.  Relational responsibility is also 
surfaced through discussion of records stewardship by Lomas et al., Brilmyer, 
and Payne, who advocate for reciprocal and community-based models of caring 

32 Dorothy Berry, “The House Archives Built,” up/root, June 22, 2021, https://www.uproot.space/features/the-house 
-archives-built.
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for records and making them accessible over time. In exploring the record-
keeping practices that bind families to the memories of disappeared relatives, 
Aton and Qvortrup & Giraldo demonstrate a form of records stewardship that is 
rooted in justice, responsibility, and love.  

The relational archival forces that emerge through this special issue demon-
strate the wide-ranging and at times interrelated forms of care and feeling 
that are foundational to building and maintaining archival relationships. The 
authors do not offer a singular or unified approach to archival relational respon-
sibility but, rather, demonstrate archival relationality as situated, localized, and 
essential to building archival meaning over time. 

Centring Emotions, Desires, and Experiences of Communities and Individuals  
A third key theme that emerges from the different articles included in this 
special issue is a focus on the emotions, desires, and experiences of communi-
ties and individuals who are connected to – or in relationship with – records and 
each other. In different ways, the articles validate the idea that emotions and 
feelings should be central concerns for archivists, archival policy-makers, and 
institutions. Individually and collectively, the articles illustrate the important 
relationships between emotions, power(lessness), and possibility and, espe-
cially, the power of emotion to disrupt power and invoke possibility. Emotions, 
feelings, and lived experiences are also shown to be important elements of the 
work involved in righting archival wrongs. In contexts in which communities or 
phenomena are new to the realm of archival work, scholars often use emotional 
narratives and impacts to assert the validity of their work and the importance 
of training the archival eye on the communities in question. In these instances 
(Brilmyer; Aton; Qvortrup and Giraldo), we see how emotion is intricately 
tied to experiences of powerlessness, and we are encouraged to consider the 
depth of the contributions these experiences could make to archival work and 
scholarship. Some contributors extend extant bodies of work that assert the 
important relationships between communities and particular bodies of records 
by exploring the possible ways in which affective experiences might successfully 
be represented in archival practice (Lomas et al.; Laurent, O’Neil, and Wright; 
Payne; Christen). In the context of critically reflexive scholarship (Guerrero; 
Malek), archivists’ personal emotional experiences and the relational elements 
of their work become sites of possibility, where emotion can fuel imaginings 
about the future of work. Although centring a different source of emotion from 
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the other strategies outlined above, this work offers similar contributions in 
centring emotion as a site for disciplinary growth. Ultimately, the articles in this 
collection and the methodologies their authors employ highlight the centrality 
of emotion to the work of person-centred archival scholarship. The validation 
and respectful harnessing of emotion are key features of the ongoing work to 
centre the person in archival studies and theory. 

 

The Articles 

The authors who contribute to this special issue do so from a range of perspectives 
and positions. They include archival scholars, both established and emerging, as 
well as professional archivists with different levels of experience. The articles 
they contribute demonstrate that the term person centred can be applied across 
a range of perspectives and positions, too; it can be used to describe an archival 
function, a type of archives (e.g., personal collections), a broad methodological 
approach, or a moral or ethical stance.  

The articles can be grouped in different ways; their approaches to what it 
means to be person centred, to identifying past and current harms, and to reimag-
ining new ways to practice archives overlap and interweave. In our structuring 
of the issue, we have decided to present them as follows. First, there is a cluster 
of articles that, while not reducible to frameworks and models, each suggests 
frameworks for repair and reimagining: Kim Christen lays down a path toward 
reparative recordkeeping based in Indigenous models of kinship; Elizabeth 
Lomas et al. provide a structured framework for person-centred recordkeeping in 
out-of-home child-care contexts; and Nicola Laurent, Cate O’Neill, and Kirsten 
Wright describe an explicitly person-centred and trauma-informed approach to 
arrangement and description.  

Each article in the next cluster introduces a new concept to archival discourse. 
Gracen Brilmyer asks readers to consider how “archival in/accessibility” is 
“emotionally expensive,” a term that expresses how the affective impacts of inac-
cessibility accumulate and compound – not only through the experience of navi-
gating inaccessible physical spaces but also through the access policies of archival 
repositories and their expectations about how archival work is carried out. Krystal 
Payne brings together literature on harm reduction and on Indigenous relation-
ality and resurgence to propose a new concept of “archival harm reduction,” which 
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she suggests could guide settler archivists’ work toward reparative, participatory, 
and community-based praxis. In the third article in this cluster, Emily Guerrero 
explores the ways that gossip, often maligned as frivolous, can be employed as a 
“tactic of care” across different aspects of archival work, opening up space for 
prioritizing new kinds of relationships and narratives.  

In the cluster that closes the issue, each article centres care for particular 
people. Articles by Henria Aton and by Natalia Bermúdez Qvortrup and Marta 
Lucía Giraldo offer analyses of archives created by the families of people who 
have been forcibly disappeared, calling attention to the absent presence of their 
creators and connecting the creation of personal archives to personal grief work, 
liberatory memory work, and collective political action. In each of these articles, 
an archival practice that is centred on a very particular person, a disappeared 
loved one, is shown to have impacts that reverberate beyond the personal, 
connecting personal grief and love to the pursuit of political justice. Drawing 
on recent discussions in archival literature about grief and love, and weaving 
together insights pulled from queer and feminist theory, anti-colonial method-
ologies, and new materialism, Claire Malek likewise focuses on the archives of 
an individual in her analysis of her work with the Lilian Bland Fonds. Malek 
ponders what it can mean to “do right by” an individual’s archives; her own expe-
rience as an archivist; and the ways the archives, their creator(s), and archivists 
are in relationship, developing in the process what she calls a “radical somatics 
of critical archival love.”   

It is clear, even in this brief description of the articles, that these “clusters” are 
not mutually exclusive. For example, Malek introduces a new concept, “somatics 
of critical archival love,” while Payne suggests a framework for archival harm 
reduction. The articles work together in different combinations to suggest new 
ways of centring the person at the heart of the record, and we hope that the 
ordering we have chosen – which begins with kinship (Christen) and ends with 
love (Malek) – provides an initial pathway for your exploration.  

 
Remaining Questions 

As we conclude this short introduction, we wish to acknowledge some aspects 
of person-centred archival theory and praxis that require more attention than 
this issue provides. First, it matters, often urgently, that we continue to ask who 
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is envisioned as the “person” at the heart of person-centred approaches. Who, 
precisely, are we centring? When, and why? Across the articles in this issue, there 
is a common call to refocus archival theories and methods so that they acknowl-
edge and provide care not only for the records archivists preserve but also for 
the people who create, keep, use, are documented in, and steward those records. 
Particular importance is placed, throughout the contributions, on those persons 
who have traditionally had less agency in recordkeeping or who have been 
historically marginalized in recordkeeping discourses and practices, including 
records subjects and others impacted by decisions about how to describe and 
provide access to records. As discussed above, the impacts of recordkeeping have 
often been harmful – especially for many Indigenous, Black, brown, queer, and 
disabled communities, for whom the archive has acted as a site of violence and 
erasure. Despite the focus in the articles in this issue (and beyond it) on the 
experiences and needs of people who have been excluded from and impacted 
by decisions archivists make about records, there remains a need to think crit-
ically about who is included – or not – in ideas about person-centred theory 
and practices. Brilmyer, for example, shows us how some people’s personhood 
is called into question in archives, through the design of spaces and through 
policies and procedures that disregard disabled peoples’ lived experiences. In 
its illumination of the many ways disabled people’s needs are deprioritized in 
archival spaces and practices, their article is a clear call to consider which people 
are centred in the development of archival theory and methodologies.  

We also need to consider more fully a question, raised in both Christen’s and 
Malek’s articles, about “other-than-human beings.”33 Drawing on perspectives 
on personhood in the work of Daniel Heath Justice, Rosi Braidotti, and Donna 
Haraway, Malek ponders how archivists can “do right by [. . .] persons in their 
non-human forms.” In the context of the Lilian Bland Fonds, these non-human 
persons include animals as well as “the lands and waters present in the fonds.” 
Malek argues that, as archivists working with records documenting or bene-
fiting from resource extraction and colonialism on lands stolen from Indigenous 
Peoples in a time of climate crisis, it is crucial that we engage with questions 
about “what it means to treat the records of a forest, a river, or an underground 
space as the records of persons.” Christen also reflects on the personhood of 
“non-humans,” including “material belongings, words uttered or sung, and/

33 Justice, Why Indigenous Literatures Matter, xix.
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or physical places on the lands.” Josiah, one of her interlocutors, describes 
cultural belongings and collections as relations and as kin; here, person-centred 
approaches to recordkeeping contend with the record as person.  

There are other areas this special issue only gestures toward. In order to be 
able to conceptualize and actualize person-centred archival theory and praxis, 
it is important to consider all aspects of archival systems and processes. While 
certain aspects of archival work are addressed in articles in this special issue, 
some archival functions are not represented; these include archival appraisal, 
digital preservation, and the design of digital systems and interfaces. And 
although several of the articles here engage with archival practices that are 
anti-racist in intention and nature, this issue does not include an article that 
makes this area of scholarship its primary focus. Recognizing this gap, we want 
to highlight the work of other recent special issues that are explicitly anti-racist 
in their focus and that surface different modes of person-centred archival work 
and practice; these include the special issues of The Black Scholar on Black 
archival practice, edited by Tonia Sutherland and Zakiya Collier,34 and the forth-
coming special issue of Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies on “the 
mattering of Black lives,” edited by Michelle Caswell, Safiya Umoja Noble, Sarah 
T. Roberts, and Tonia Sutherland.35

An Invitation 

We close this introduction with a final reflection on what we hope this special 
issue can offer the evolving lens of person-centred archival theory and praxis. 
While we provide no firm or final definitions, approaches, or guidelines, we 
believe there is power and potential in bringing together ideas to try to do this 
work.36 In a field with practical application like archival studies, naming and 

34 Tonia Sutherland and Zakiya Collier, eds., “Black Archival Practice I,” special issue, The Black Scholar 52, no. 2 
(2022), https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rtbs20/52/2; Sutherland and Collier, eds., “Black Archival Practice II,” 
special issue, The Black Scholar 52, no. 4 (forthcoming).

35 Michelle Caswell, Safiya Umoja Noble, Sarah T. Roberts, and Tonia Sutherland, eds., “Library and Information 
Studies and the Mattering of Black Lives,” special issue, Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies 4 
(2022), https://journals.litwinbooks.com/index.php/jclis/issue/view/12.

36 On the impact that naming can have in the archival discipline specifically, see, for example, Michelle Caswell, 
Ricardo Punzalan, and T-Kay Sangwand, “Critical Archival Studies: An Introduction,” in “Critical Archival Studies,” 
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defining a phenomenon or practice permits us to prioritize certain actions and 
types of decision-making. It allows us to create policies and procedures that 
embed and enact a person-centred approach to archival stewardship that is 
oriented toward addressing past harms, ameliorating unjust practices, and envi-
sioning more liberatory archival futures.37 The authors included in this special 
issue – and the theorists, practitioners, archival users, and records subjects they 
evoke, cite, and centre – provide us with salient examples of how we address, 
ameliorate, and envision. Importantly, they all figure “the archive” as a set of 
relations that expands, shifts, and changes over time as different actors move 
in and out of view. Existing at the heart of all archival relations, of course, are 
the people who create records, use records, care for records, and appear in the 
stories and narratives we tell about records and their legacies. A person-cen-
tred approach to archival practice and theory recognizes this. It invites each 
of us in as part of the ever-growing web of relations that sustain archives and 
imbue them with meaning. We hope that the themes emerging from this issue 
provide an opening for building and elaborating the frameworks of archival care, 
responsibility, stewardship, and reflexivity we need to continue creating and 
enacting person-centred archival theory and practices. Starting with kin, ending 
with love, and filled throughout with care, this issue invites you to reflect on the 
theories and approaches that guide your own research and practice. 

 

ed. Caswell, Punzalan, and Sangwand, special issue, Journal of Critical Library and Information Studies 1,  
no. 2 (2017), https://doi.org/10.24242/jclis.v1i2.50; Marika Cifor, “Affecting Relations: Introducing Affect Theory 
to Archival Discourse,” Archival Science 16, no. 1 (2016): 7–31, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10502-015-9261-5; Michelle 
Caswell, “Teaching to Dismantle White Supremacy in Archives,” Library Quarterly 87, no. 3 (2017): 222–35,  
https://doi.org/10.1086/692299; Anne J. Gilliland, “Archival and Recordkeeping Traditions in the Multiverse and 
Their Importance for Researching Situations and Situating Research,” in Research in the Archival Multiverse, ed. 
Anne J. Gilliland, Sue McKemmish, and Andrew J. Lau (Clayton, VIC: Monash University Publishing, 2017). For 
additional examination of the nuances, benefits, and potential drawbacks of naming, see, among others, Cherryl 
Armstrong and Sheryl I. Fontaine, “The Power of Naming: Names that Create and Define the Discipline,” WPA: 
Writing Program Administration 13, no. 1–2 (1989): 5–14; Viktor Smith, Naming and Framing: Understanding the 
Power of Words across Disciplines, Domains, and Modalities (London: Routledge, 2022). 

37 See Jarrett Drake, “Liberatory Archives: Towards Belonging and Believing (Part 1),” On Archivy, October 22, 2016, 
https://medium.com/on-archivy/liberatory-archives-towards-belonging-and-believing-part-1-d26aaeb0edd1; 
Jarrett Drake, “Liberatory Archives: Towards Belonging and Believing (Part 2),” On Archivy, October 22, 2016, 
https://medium.com/on-archivy/liberatory-archives-towards-belonging-and-believing-part-2-6f56c754eb17; 
Michelle Caswell, Urgent Archives: Enacting Liberatory Memory Work (London: Routledge, 2021). 
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