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With traditional archival practices of arrangement, description, and preservation rooted in colonial approaches to history-telling, Indigenous Peoples and allies seek ways to practice reconciliation
and social justice by placing importance on relationships rather than records to bring truth to archival documents and photographs of Indigenous Peoples. Indigenous community-led archives and
participatory archival description create space for “representational belonging” (Caswell, Cifor, Ramirez, 2016) or the ability to see oneself accurately reflected in documentation, the ownership of
culture, traditions, and knowledge for Indigenous Peoples.
While this poster highlights important initiatives and writings by Indigenous scholars and archivists, my own personal contributions to this work are influenced by my heritage, education, and
experience, of which I have experienced through a white lens. Through this work here, I aim to educate others about current reconciliation efforts in memory institutions and to provide examples of
important community-led archives and participatory memory projects and their impact on Indigenous communities.

Indigenous-led archives aim to bring ownership, accuracy, and self-determination back to
Indigenous communities who historically, faced countless social injustices and subsequently
were removed from participating in or being accurately represented in documentation and
photographs from history. They seek the possession of documentation of Indigenous
Peoples to regain control in the telling of history, preservation of heritage and culture in
order to strengthen Indigenous identity and bring healing to communities.
Some examples are:

The Shingwauk Project :
Led by The Shingwauk Residential Schools Centre in
collaboration with the Children of Shingwauk Alumni
Association and Algoma University. Applies collaborative
approach to research, collect, preserve, and display the history
of Residential Schools across Canada.

Participatory archiving sees archival description as a “powerful tool to address the
power imbalances between creators and subjects of records” (Chilcott, 2019, p. 368).
Collaborative approaches to record descriptions and archival work as a whole, result in a
more accurate reflection of the context and perspective of the
individuals and communities represented in them.
To be representational, participatory methods must
prioritize the fostering of relationships and be conducted in
a process-driven rather than a results-based manner
(Haberstock, 2020). The following are participatory
description initiatives and other collaborative projects.

Legacy of Hope Foundation :

Project Naming : Using archival photographs, Library and
Archives Canada extend the archival description process to
Indigenous communities, allowing them to identify people and places
and create new finding aids that reflect this knowledge.

Métis Archival Project (MAP) Research Lab :

Audiovisual archival project dedicated to activating and remediating
materials and collections created by Indigenous Peoples (First Nations,
Métis, Inuit), People of Colour, women, LGBT2Q+ and immigrant
communities.

Indigenous-led charitable organization. Educates and creates
awareness and understanding about the Residential School
system through museum exhibits.

From the Faculty of Native Studies at the University of Alberta,
MAP uses applied archival research for the litigation of Métis
rights. Digitizes Métis records and creates high quality images
with detailed information.

Archive/Counter-Archive Projects :

Photograph from St. John's Indian Residential
School photo album courtesy of Shingwauk
Residential Schools Centre.

Legacy Archive : Artistic expressions archive containing donated items from family members of

missing and murdered women and girls, intergenerational survivors, and those working towards
reconciliation. Hosted by The National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, they
share and preserve Indigenous culture and knowledge as a way to share stories and truth to fight racism,
resist colonial beliefs, and encourage activism for Indigenous rights.

While “early writings on archival theory. . .
stressed the moral imperative for the
archivist neither to add to nor subtract from the
archives” (Douglas, 2016, p. 27), we cannot
deny that archival description is reflective of
the viewpoint, knowledge, and experience of
the describer. As Duff and Harris (2002) note,
the act of description “is always story telling intertwining facts with narratives, observation
with interpretation” (p. 276). With the
understanding
that
“descriptions,
and
archivists who compile them, are not impartial
or neutral” (Yeo, 2017, p. 173), archival
institutions must find ways to acknowledge the
archivist's mediating role in the processing of
records, and implement inclusive practices in
archival description. To do so, it is imperative
that archives and archivists recognize their role
in social justice and human rights movements
(Haberstock, 2020) and work towards a more
representative and relational approach to
memory work.

We Are Here: Sharing Stories :

Collaborative digitization and description initiative to make Indigenous-related collection items in Library
and Archives Canada’s holdings accurate and accessible to online users. Content includes textual records,
photographs, artwork, maps and publications related to First Nations, Inuit and the Métis Nation.

Digital Archives & Marginalized Communities Project (DAMC) :

University of Manitoba interdisciplinary research project which develops digital archives using a
participatory design processes with communities. By creating the Missing and Murdered Indigenous
Women Database and the Post-Apology Residential School Database, DAMC strives to highlight how
Indigenous communities can adopt digital archival tools that reflect community derived knowledge, ways of
being, and social justice aims.

Ownership and control over information represents power. For
Indigenous Peoples, having ownership and governance over
information about themselves, their history, and culture leads to healing
(McCracken, 2021). On her quest for
understanding a cultural tradition once
lost, Inuit filmmaker Alethea ArnaquqBaril (2011) expressed that through her
research and collaboration with Inuit
women, she found healing in every piece
of information shared. Collaborative and
community-led initiatives that allow for
relational, reciprocal, respectful, and
restorative connections to knowledge
demonstrate
the
power
of
deconstructing
and
decolonizing
traditional archival practices (Christen &
Anderson, 2019). Through collaborative
memory work, Indigenous Peoples have
reclaimed and revived lost languages
and traditions such as tunniit, found
clarity in family history, experienced
healing in learning from Survivors, and
have ultimately been able to see
themselves represented accurately and
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respectfully in records and data.
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Embracing memory work as a “fluid, evolving,
and socially constructed practice” (Caswell,
2016) allows for history to be told through
multiple perspectives and by the people who
experienced it. Archivists, curators, and
preservationists must begin to see their work
as involved, rather than removed and objective,
and to use their role for social justice and
reconciliation.
This
process
requires
relationship-building and collaboration with
Indigenous communities, transparency in the
description of items, and a focus on truth and
the process of cultivating truth. Moving
forward, memory workers must explore
Indigenous Rights and data sovereignty, learn
from Indigenous Peoples by forming genuine,
reciprocal relationships with Indigenous
Peoples in the region, and practice the Truth
and Reconciliation Calls to Action (2015).
Without these actions, memory work preserves
nothing but the colonial framework under
which history has consistently been told.
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