
GRAD 7280:0001/HIST:7107:0001  
Obermann Center Special Topics Seminar 

Archives, Power, and Social Justice. 
Dr. Elizabeth Yale 

February 1, 2018-March 8, 2018 
 
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
  
These days, archive is a noun and a verb. What does the term mean and how can an archive be a 
means of achieving social justice? This one-hour reading and discussion course is designed to 
welcome graduate students from any discipline who plan to attend the March 1-3 Obermann 
Humanities Symposium, “Against Amnesia: Archives, Evidence, and Social Justice.” In keeping 
with the spirit of the Obermann Center, the class will offer a cross-disciplinary introduction to 
current discussions of archives, archival practices, and archival thinking.  
 
Archives are not transparent windows on to the past, but are the products of human actions, 
embedded in concrete political and cultural contexts. What can archiving practices tell us about 
how power is distributed in society? About the connections between history, public memory, 
social justice, and political identities?  
 
Through the writings of a few key historians, literary scholars, archivists, and 
anthropologists, including the speakers at the conference, we’ll explore the archive from the 
early modern period to the present as an instrument of state, institutional, and colonial power and 
as a base from which historically marginalized peoples have made their own demands on history 
and power. Students will be asked to generate discussion questions for the conference speakers 
and write a brief reflection (1-2 pages) in response to the conference itself. The class will meet 
three times for 90 minutes before the conference and one time for 90 minutes afterward to reflect 
on what we learned from the conference. Because the symposium itself is the heart of the 
course, attendance at the symposium is required. 
 
REQUIREMENTS 
 

• Attend the Obermann Humanities Symposium, “Against Amnesia: Archives, Evidence, 
and Social Justice, ” March 1-3 

• Prepare assigned readings for seminar discussions 
• Participate thoughtfully in seminar discussions and in the Symposium itself. 
• Introduce readings and prepare discussion questions as assigned 
• Brief reflection paper (1-2 pages) following the conference 

 
Together, we’ll build our understanding of the relationships between archives, power, and social 
justice, and the role that archival scholarship and collecting can play in the humanities and the 
humanistic social sciences. We’ll talk about the ethics around using and building archival 
collections, and we’ll talk about how they can contribute to and destabilize existing hierarchies 
of power. Overall, our goal is to develop a base of knowledge and a set of questions that prepare 
us to engage fruitfully in the conversation at the Obermann Symposium. So, along the way, we’ll 



talk about what it means to be a scholar engaging fruitfully across disciplinary boundaries: how 
to conference, build relationships, and develop a scholarly public presence “in real life” and in 
social media. 
 
Thursday, February 1: Archives, History, and Social Justice 
 
Please read Peterson and one additional reading of your choice. For your free choice reading, 
please do a little web research to find out a bit about the author and develop 2-3 discussion 
questions for the reading. 
 

• Trudy Huskamp Peterson, “Archives for Justice, Archives of Justice,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Public History, ed. Paula Hamilton and James B. Gardner (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2017). 

• Kirsten Weld, “Dignifying the Guerrillero, Not the Assassin: Rewriting a History of 
Criminal Subversion in Postwar Guatemala,” Radical History Review 113 (2012): 35-54. 

• Johanna Schoen, “From the Footnotes to the Headlines: Sterilization Apologies and Their 
Lessons,” Sexuality Research and Social Policy 3 (2006): 7-22 

• Stacie M. Williams and Jarrett M. Drake, “Power to the People: Documenting Police 
Violence in Cleveland,” “Critical Archival Studies,” eds. Michelle Caswell, Ricardo 
Punzalan, and T-Kay Sangwand, special issue of Journal of Critical Library and 
Information Studies 1, no. 2 (2017). 

• Verne Harris, “Nelson Mandela, Memory, and the Work of Justice,” Interactions: UCLA 
Journal of Education and Information Studies 8 (2012) 

 
Supplementary Readings (if you feel like digging further) 

• Marie Kruger, “The only truth I know is what I felt with my entire body”: Traumatic 
Memory in Zulu Love Letter,” Research in African Literatures 43 (2012): 136-150. 

• Jarrett M. Drake, “Liberatory Archives: Towards Belonging and Believing” (Parts 1 and 
2): https://medium.com/@jmddrake 

 
 
Thursday, February 8: Object/Data 
 
Please read Kim and Wernimont, explore the National Museum of African American Culture 
database, and read one additional reading/website of your choice: 
 

• David J. Kim and Jacqueline Wernimont, “Performing Archive”: Identity, Participation, 
and Responsibility in the Ethnic Archive,” Archive Journal (April 2014). 
http://www.archivejournal.net/essays/performing-archive-identity-participation-and-
responsibility-in-the-ethnic-archive/ 

• Cathy Gere, “Evolutionary Genetics and the Politics of the Human Archive,” Sciences in 
the Archive: Pasts, Presents, Futures, ed. Lorraine Daston (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press: 2017). 

• William Pretzer (senior curator, National Museum of African American Culture): 
https://nmaahc.si.edu/changing-america (exhibit website, with searchable collections).  



• Ann M. Doyle, Kimberly Lawson, Sarah Dupont, “Indigenization of Knowledge 
Organization at the Xwi7xwa Library,” Journal of Library and Information Studies 
(2015): 107-134. https://doaj.org/article/de0728da5f8b48b29efe8ee13d75071d 

• Pair Doyle, Lawson, and Dupont with: Indigitization: http://www.indigitization.ca/ 
• Mark A. Greene and Dennis Meissner, “More Product, Less Process: Revamping 

Traditional Archival Processing,” The American Archivist 68 (2005): 208-263, especially 
on 232-256. 

• Elizabeth Yale, “The Book and the Archive in the History of Science,” Isis 107 (2016): 
106-115. 

 
Additional Supplementary Readings, if you feel like digging further: 
 

• Jacqueline Wernimont, “Remediation, Activation, and Entanglement in Performative 
(Digital) Archives,” Archive Journal (October 2017). 
http://www.archivejournal.net/notes/remediation-activation-entanglement-in-
performative-digital-archives/ 

• Bethany Wiggin, “The German Calico Quilt,” in Future Remains: A Cabinet of 
Curiosities for the Anthropocene, ed. Gregg Mitman, Marco Armiero, Robert S. Emmett 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018). 

 
Thursday, February 15 
 
No Class Meeting. Independent archival visit and reflection. Locate a local archive (broadly 
defined) relevant to your research interests. Visit the archive. Select 1-2 
objects/files/boxes/books/data to call up and examine. Share your questions and reflections about 
the material you looked at, the experience of visiting the archive, the relation between the 
archive and scholarship on the class discussion board (one post + one response). 
 
Thursday, February 22: Art/Archive 
 
Please read Rachel Williams, Marisa Fuentes, and one additional reading/recording of your 
choice: 
 

• Marisa Fuentes, “Power and Historical Figuring: Rachael Pringle Polgreen’s Troubled 
Archive,” Gender and History 22 (2010): 564-584. 

• Rick Prelinger, “Points of Origin: Discovering Ourselves Through Access,” The Moving 
Image 9 (2009): 164-175. 

• Rachel Williams, “Mary Turner and the Lynching Rampage,” plus accompanying essay: 
http://rachelwilliams.squarespace.com/magpie-musings/ 

• Lara Baladi, “Archiving a Revolution in the Digital Age, Archiving as an Act of 
Resistance,” IBRAAZ Essays, 28 July 2016. Pair with Lara Baladi, Vox Populi, 
https://lara-baladi-guim.squarespace.com/ 

• John Rapson, “The Ballad of Hot Tamale Louie” (audio recording) 
• Sheri Parks, Fierce Angels: The Strong Black Woman in American Life and Culture (New 

York: One World/Ballantine Books, 2010), chapter 4, “Pop Goddesses.” 



 
In class screening: Bill Morrison, “Just Ancient Loops,” (2012). 
 
Wednesday, February 28: Optional Workshop with Trudy Peterson, Ida Cordelia Beam 
Distinguished Visiting Professorship Keynote Lecturer. 
  
Schedule TBD, but likely 5-7 or 6-8 pm. 
 
Thursday, March 1-Saturday, March 3 
 
Obermann Humanities Symposium, “Against Amnesia: Archives, Evidence, and Social Justice.” 
More information and schedule:  
 
https://obermann.uiowa.edu/programs/humanities-symposium/against-amnesia-archives-
evidence-social-justice-2017-18-obermann 
 
Thursday, March 8 
 
Submit 1-2 page reflection papers. Reconvene to discuss impressions, questions, and reflections 
from the Symposium. 


