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People’s understanding of what’s important in history is driven by what is left
out as much as it is by biased history writing.1 This is true not only for consum-
ers of history, but also for historians. Historians certainly show bias. And they
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only write about what they can find evidence of—what they can find through
archives, oral histories, data, and other forms of documentation.

Sometimes this means a massive loss of information. The Student Nonvio-
lent Coordinating Committee, or SNCC (“Snick”), dismantled large parts of le-
galized segregation in the United States in just eight years, between 1960 and
1968.2 They were young activists—most Black, some not— who fought segre-
gation in the very places in which it was most deeply rooted—Mississippi, Al-
abama, Arkansas, Tennessee, and Georgia. They are perhaps best known for the
1960 sit-ins, and they played a key role in the 1961 freedom rides. Subsequently,
they worked with local people across the South who were able to succeed in se-
curing voting rights and political participation in some of the region’s poorest
and most dangerous counties. Despite ferocious violence from white suprema-
cists—beatings, whippings, burnings, rapes, tortures, killings—they themselves
acted nonviolently. Routinely, observers were stunned. Then impressed. And,
often, won over. Here were young people who defied all odds, who attempted
the seemingly impossible. They not only questioned terrible, yet deeply in-
grained, assumptions. They went out to challenge them.

Between 1960 and 1968, SNCC was the only national, southern-based civil
rights organization begun and led primarily by young people, with most youn-
ger than twenty-five years old. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. called SNCC the
“storm troopers” of the movement, who could push the movement forward be-
cause “they do not have to think of their families, their positions, or who’s go-
ing to preach next Sunday like we do.” SNCC’s full-time student workers,
“field secretaries,” worked with local Black activists, sharecroppers, teachers,
ministers, and day laborers to generate innovative political organizations such
2. The first history of SNCC was Clayborne Carson, In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening

of the 1960s (Cambridge, MA,1981). A dozen or so monographs followed in which SNCC organiz-

ing work is centered, including John Dittmer, Local People (Urbana, IL, 1994); and Charles M.

Payne, I’ve Got the Light of Freedom (Berkeley, CA, 1995). A wide range of movement memoirs then

emerged, including Robert Moses with Charles Cobb Jr., Radical Equations (Boston, MA, 2001);

Constance Curry et al., Deep in Our Hearts: Nine White Women in the Freedom Movement (Athens,

GA, 2000); Stokely Carmichael with Ekwueme Michael Thelwell, Ready for Revolution: The Life

and Struggles of Stokely Carmichael (Kwame Ture) (New York, 2005); and Faith Holsaert et al.,

Hands on the Freedom Plow: Personal Accounts of Women in SNCC (Urbana, IL, 2010). Between

2005 and 2015, Hasan Kwame Jeffries, Bloody Lowndes (New York, 2010); Todd Moye, Let the Peo-

ple Decide (Chapel Hill, NC, 2006); and Wesley Hogan, Many Minds, One Heart (Chapel Hill, NC,

2007) have been joined by Charles E. Cobb Jr., That Nonviolent Stuff ’ll Get You Killed: How Guns Made

the Civil Rights Movement Possible (Durham, NC, 2014); andWilliam Sturkey and JonN.Hale, ToWrite

in the Light of Freedom: The Newspapers of the 1964 Mississippi Freedom Schools ( Jackson, MS, 2015).

Legacy Project Critical Oral History Interviews, 2018, David M. Rubenstein Rare Book & Man-

uscript Library, Duke University, Durham, NC. See also Howard Zinn, “Secrecy, Archives, and

the Public Interest,” Midwestern Archivist 2, no. 2 (1977): 14–26.
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as the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party and the Lowndes County Free-
dom Organization. These entities aimed to create a radically inclusive democ-
racy that valued all of its citizens. As SNCC activist and member of the SNCC
Legacy Project Charles Cobb explained: “At a deeper level than the immediate
political concern with voter registration, SNCC’s work was also about cultivat-
ing new local leadership and reinforcing existing local leadership. SNCC field
secretaries did not see themselves as community leaders but as community or-
ganizers, a distinction that empowered local participants by reinforcing the
idea at the heart of SNCC’s work in every project that ‘local people’ could
and should take control of their own lives.”3 Within a short decade, SNCC
had “set the agenda for the country,” recalled southern White human rights
activist Anne Braden: “It was a humane agenda that was for all. It broadened
democracy for everybody.” And yet, fifty years later, at a reunion in 2010,
SNCC veterans realized that very few US school children, or US citizens, knew
anything about their work.4 It was as if the entire Apollo 11 team that made pos-
sible the first successful moon landing was simply dismissed after the mission’s
completion—as if nobody from NASA debriefed them. Nobody asked what
they had learned. Nobody asked their advice on future space trips. Imagine
how peculiar—and dangerous to future missions—it would be if the hard-won
experiential knowledge of these astronauts and their support team had been
ignored.

an unusual collaboration

That’s where SNCC veterans found themselves in 2010. Few people knew of
their work furthering the nation’s democratic promise. It is a fate common
for social movements. As Thomas Jefferson once observed, “A great deal of
knowledge about the revolution is not on paper, but only within ourselves.”5

The SNCC veterans formed a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization, the SNCC Leg-
acy Project (SLP), in 2011, to preserve and share this history, in particular with
young activists.

By 2013, SLP joined together with Duke University’s Center for Documen-
tary Studies (CDS) and Duke University Libraries (DUL).6 The aim of the
3. Martin Luther King Jr. quoted in James Laue, Direct Action and Desegregation, 1960–1962:

Toward a Theory of the Rationalization of Protest (Brooklyn, NY, 1989), 241; Charles Cobb Jr., “Crit-

ical Oral History—Black Power,” SNCC Legacy Project Critical Oral History Interviews (2016),

David M. Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.

4. Anne Braden, tape 6, Fortieth Anniversary SNCC Conference. The multivolume video series of

the 2000 Fortieth Anniversary SNCCConference and the 2010 Fiftieth Anniversary SNCCConference

are at the David M. Rubenstein Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.

5. Thomas Jefferson to Joel Barlow, May 3, 1802, in The Papers of Thomas Jefferson, ed. Julian P.

Boyd, vol. 1 (Princeton, NJ, 1950), vii.

6. A confluence of factors stretching back decades made Duke University fertile ground for a

partnership with SNCC veterans. In the 1970s, historians Ray Gavins, Bill Chafe, and Larry
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partnership: to build an online archive chronicling SNCC’s historic struggles
for voting rights and to develop ongoing programs that contributed to a more
civil and inclusive democracy in the twenty-first century.

The partnership seeks to tell the history of SNCC from the perspective of the
activists themselves and pass on the essential “how-to’s” of the freedom move-
ment to subsequent generations. In 2013, the SLP-Duke partnership beganwork
on its first initiative, a pilot website titled “One Person, One Vote: The Legacy
of SNCC and the Fight for Voting Rights (OPOV).” This documentary website
used documents, photographs, and audiovisual material from archives across the
country to portray SNCC’s fight for voting rights. In March 2015, the group of
SNCC veterans, Duke archivists, partners at the Center for Documentary Stud-
ies, and scholars who had long worked with SNCC finally launched the website
in March 2015 to coincide with the fiftieth anniversary of the Voting Rights Act.

The website was the first and primary focus of what partners from SLP and
CDS originally envisioned as a four-part collaborative project. The compo-
nents include:

1. A Digital Gateway (documentary website) about SNCC’s history au-
thored by SNCC veterans;

2. A conference connecting SNCC veterans and young(er) activists to-
gether around the theme of voting rights (September 2015);

3. Critical Oral History sessions exploring SNCC’s thinking, strategies,
actions, and innovations (2016 and 2018) to develop more comprehen-
sive records of key events;

4. A kindergarten through twelfth grade (K–12) initiative that shares the
above knowledge with those who teach movement history to the vast
majority of young people (ongoing workshops since 2017).

How did we work effectively as a collaborative, and why did we focus first on a
website instead of a book, film, or other digital media formats?7 For the SNCC
Goodwyn received a $2.5 million grant from the Rockefeller Foundation to begin the Duke Oral

History Program. Together, they built a program that valued the voices of ordinary people and

pushed the boundaries of what kinds of stories could be told. Their commitment to everyday peo-

ple in many ways paralleled SNCC’s approach to grassroots organizing. Over four decades, the

Oral History Program produced forty-five PhDs. Nearly thirty of their dissertations on grassroots

activism were published, and eighteen won national book prizes, helping to change significantly

the way historians write about the Civil Rights Movement. Over time, the program’s success cre-

ated leverage and support in the university, which eventually led to the founding of the Center for

Documentary Studies in 1989. By the time the SNCC Legacy Project approached scholars and li-

brarians at Duke about a partnership, there was already a strong base of people and institutions

committed to local movement studies, as well as a favorable environment within the university for

a project of this kind; see “Lessons Learned,” SNCC Digital Gateway: Unabridged, 6–7, https://

snccdigital.org/resources/lessons-learned/.

7. The major participants in building the SNCC-Duke partnership came from three institu-

tions: from the SLP, Geri Augusto, Charlie Cobb, Courtland Cox, Bruce Hartford, Jennifer
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Legacy Project members, this project was in itself another stage of movement
activity—the transfer of hard-won information from one generation of activ-
ists to future generations. It was essential to set as low a barrier, with as far
a reach, as possible so that others could find and use the material. SNCC vet-
erans noted that many of the interviews they gave historians over the last few
decades had been moved by universities behind a paywall that only those with
money or university identifications could access. Therefore, an early nonnego-
tiable principle for SLP was free access to a website, with no university-based
firewall and no sign-in required. The archivists and scholars on the team were
also interested in this approach. They wanted to explore how digital humani-
ties technologies might allow them to create new forms of archives to bring
bodies of knowledge that have not been easily documentable into the world
of “knowledge” and “scholarship-building.” Since we all agreed that our audi-
ence was a broad public, and since we particularly wanted to reach youth, the
SLP and Duke University partners agreed on web-based content.8

The collaboration seeks to change the usual story told of the US Civil Rights
Movement. SLP people referred to this story as the “Nine Word Problem”:
what almost everyone knows about themovement can be reduced to ninewords:
“Rosa Parks. Martin Luther King. I Have a Dream.” Instead, the core story that
SNCCwants to pass on encompasses three central ideas. First, young people and
Lawson, Judy Richardson; from the DUL, John Gartrell, Naomi Nelson, Will Sexton, Molly

Bragg; from the Duke CDS, Bill Chafe, Wesley Hogan, Danita Mason-Hogans, Lynn McKnight,

Tim Tyson. Outside scholars central to the team were Emilye Crosby (SUNY-Geneseo) and Hasan

Kwame Jeffries (Ohio State). The SNCC Digital Gateway’s project manager, Karlyn Forner, and

project coordinator, Kaley Deal, pulled everyone and everything together. The Student Project

Team included Amina Bility, Aaron Colston, Colby Johnson, Meaghan Kachadoorian, Eliza Mer-

edith, Alexandria Miller, Annie Piotrowski, David Romine, Sarah Scriven, Kristina Williams, and

Kelsey Zavelo; SUNY Geneseo Interns Hannah Embry, Jen Galvao, Tom Garrity, Jenna Lawson,

Grace McGinnis, Lauren Plevy, and Tanairi Taylor; and Project Interns Emily Abbott, Charmaine

Bonner, Kenneth Campbell, Todd Christensen, Amber Delgado, Ajamu Amiri Dillahunt, Azzan

McNeill, Alison Raven, Alyssa Russell, and Josh Strayhorn. Teaching for Change’s executive di-

rector, Deborah Menkart, participated in indispensable ways in the work of the SNCC Digital

Gateway’s expansion to the K–12 initiatives.

8. As numerous other scholars pointed out to us along the way, few research universities val-

idate this form of knowledge production in their tenure and promotion schema. Peer-reviewed

articles and books published through university presses are still the primary path for younger

scholars to join the ranks of the tenured. Thus it is vital to note that those on our scholars’

team—Augusto, Chafe, Crosby, Hogan, Jeffries, Tyson—none needed to pursue tenure as they

did this work. We recognize that this allowed us a freedom unusual among many other university-

based scholars. For an insightful examination of some of the problems minimizing women’s contri-

butions to digital history projects, see Sharon Leon, “Complicating a Great Man Narrative of Digital

History in the United States,” in Bodies of Information: Intersectional Feminism and the Digital Human-

ities (Minneapolis, 2018), 344–66. We note that similar patterns can be observed in crediting contri-

butions of scholars of color to digital humanities projects.
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women were key leaders and troops in the freedommovement despite the wide-
spread perception that adult men were the leaders. Second, the movement was
a primary force for democracy and self-determination for all. SNCC worked
with youth and elders in local communities to build leaders at the grassroots,
so that they could advocate for policies that would center their political interests
at the local, state, and national level. SNCC called this “building the ‘demand’
side” of democracy. Third, for fifty years, journalists and scholars perpetuated
destructive myths about the origins and development of “Black Power,” a call
that came initially from SNCC organizers in 1966. SLP wanted to set the record
straight. Black Power encompassed the right to define concepts like beauty,
knowledge, and power; the power to control one’s communities politically; and
the power to use electoral politics to enhance Black communities’ economic re-
sources. Black Power meant having a say in the national political dialogue from
a perspective of power and not victimization.

The goal of the collaborative is to tell the story of SNCC’s organizing from
the bottom up and from inside out, exploring how affected people organized to
change history, while also making SNCC materials more widely accessible to
students, teachers, activists, and knowledge seekers. Since the 1970s, scholars
have emphasized the importance of bottom-up history in balancing the histor-
ical record.9 While activists and historical participants appear as subjects in ar-
chival activities that emphasize this bottom-up approach, they rarely get to
shape and interpret the story in a way that accurately reflects their experiences
and understandings. Having activists work to shape and interpret the story—
what SLP activists Courtland Cox and Geri Augusto dubbed history not just
from the bottom-up but also from the “inside-out”—has proved a crucial inno-
vation. SLP and Duke sought to create a replicable model of this bottom-up,
inside-out approach for future partnerships between activists and scholars in
which the former would have the primary voice in assembling archival mate-
rials and shaping the historical narrative.10
9. Innovators of bottom-up history include C. L. R. James, A History of Negro Revolt, Fact

monograph no. 18 (London, 1938), revised as A History of Pan-African Revolt (Washington, DC,

1969); John Hope Franklin, The Free Negro in North Carolina, 1790–1860 (Chapel Hill, NC,

1943); Gertrude E. H. Bustill Mossell, The Work of the Afro-American Woman (New York, 1988);

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Can the Subaltern Speak? (New York, 1988); Vinayak Chaturvedi,

ed.,Mapping Subaltern Studies and the Postcolonial (New York, 2000); E. P. Thompson, The Making

of the English Working Class (New York, 1964); Howard Zinn, A People’s History of the United States

(New York, 1980); and Staughton Lynd, Doing History from the Bottom Up: On E. P. Thompson,

Howard Zinn, and Rebuilding the Labor Movement from Below (Chicago, 2014).

10. An explicit part of our work to create the SNCCDigital Gateway was creating a short “How

To” and a longer “Lessons Learned” to describe the ways the partnership worked, and where we

ran into trouble spots. See “Lessons Learned” (2018), SNCC Digital Gateway, https://snccdigital.org

/resources/lessons-learned/. For other projects that involve community members and stakeholders
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The collaborative launched the website One Person, One Vote in March
2015. Throughout the first two years of the project, SNCC veterans came to
Duke’s campus as “visiting activist scholars,” working with students, archi-
vists, and project staff to engage SNCC’s documentary legacy and contextualize
its history of organizing for Black empowerment and democracy.

In April 2015, the collaboration received a three-year grant from the Andrew
W. Mellon Foundation, a private philanthropic organization, to expand the
work of the pilot website into the SNCC Digital Gateway. The SNCC Digital
Gateway unveils the inner workings of SNCC as an organization, examining
how it coordinated sit-ins and freedom schools, voter registration and economic
cooperatives, antidraft protests, and international solidarity struggles. Most
importantly, the SNCC partners themselves continue to shape the vision and
framework of the website. They work collaboratively with historians of the
movement, archivists, youth activists, and undergraduate and graduate students
to weave together grassroots stories, using digitized primary source materials
to create fresh multimedia productions that illuminated this history for new
generations.
building a knowledge base for our lives
at the speed of trust

Although we live in a time of unprecedented document production, an era
of “democratized documentation” in which everyone with access to a smart-
phone can create and save millions of pieces of information about their lives,
it remains challenging to develop institutional practices to guide the gathering,
contextualization, and distribution of archival material from people who do
not habitually visit or donate their documents to archival centers.11 If universities
in the entire process of digital exhibits, see “Raid on Deerfield: Many Stories of 1704,” http://1704

.deerfield.history.museum; Jacobson Spichiger, “Telling an Old Story in a New Way: Raid on Deer-

field, theMany Stories of 1704,” inMuseums and theWeb 2005: Proceedings, ed. J. Trant andD. Bearman

(Toronto, 2005), https://www.museumsandtheweb.com/mw2005/papers/spichiger/spichiger

.html; and John Kuo Wei Tchen, “Creating a Dialogic Museum: The Chinatown History Museum

Experiment,” in Museums and Communities: The Politics of Public Culture, ed. Ivan Karp et al. (Wash-

ington, DC, 1992), 285–326. On the challenges of race and power in creating an online archive, see

Tim Sherratt, “It’s All About the Stuff: Collections, Interfaces, Power, and People,” Journal of

Digital Humanities 1, no. 1 (2012), http://journalofdigitalhumanities.org/1-1/its-all-about-the-stuff-by

-tim-sherratt/.

11. “At the speed of trust” is a concept developed by adrienne maree brown, who cites Mervyn

Marcano and #BlackLivesMatter, Twitter, June 11, 2016; see Emergent Strategy: Shaping Change,

Changing Worlds (Chico, CA, 2017), 42. Several larger trends pushed people toward a small-d dem-

ocratic approach within archival work in the last four decades: participatory research in the

1970s; the Canadian “total archives” movement of the 1980s; the human rights community-driven
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do not develop a rich and vibrant set of such practices in their archives, they will
remain very good repositories for people whowant to tell stories of the powerful
andmay remain adequate for telling stories about those on themargins of power
and wealth.12 That is to say, scholars and students will be able to tell stories from
the outside in, using archival sources. But we will continue to deny future gen-
erations the stories from people at the margins of power and wealth who are the
only ones able to tell their stories from the inside out.

Why is this essential? Becausewithout such perspectives, we risk preserving
a distorted view of our cultural and political history. In fact, we sometimes put
material in the archive that is not only single-sided but also inaccurate. Oral
historians have had indisputable proof of this for almost a century. In the
1930s, as Black and White interviewers from the Federal Writers Project trav-
eled around the South to document the experiences of freedpeople who had
experienced slavery, two federal employees interviewed Susan Hamlin. In
an example that has become iconic in oral history seminars throughout the
United States, Hamlin was first interviewed by Augustus Ladson, an African
American man from the Federal Writers Project. Subsequently, Hamlin was
12. Howard Zinn’s observation in 1977 holds true in the majority of US archives today: “The

collection of records, papers, and memoirs, as well as oral history, is biased towards the important

and powerful people of the society, tending to ignore the impotent and obscure: we learn most

about the rich, not the poor; the successful, not the failures; the old, not the young; the politically

active, no the politically alienated; men not women, white, not black; free people rather than pris-

oners; civilians rather than soldiers; officers rather than enlisted men” (“Secrecy, Archives, and

the Public Interest,” Midwestern Archivist 2, no. 2 [1977]: 21). Lisa Darms lays out some of the

challenges that radical archives face when trying to fit into archival workflows; see “Radical Ar-

chives: Introduction,” November 2015, http://www.archivejournal.net/essays/radical-archives/.

archive creation in South Africa, Cambodia, Australia, Brazil, and elsewhere; and the possibilities

for online archive building provided by the World Wide Web in the 1990s; these projects remained

largely on the margins though. In 2017, the annual meeting of the Society of American Archivists

devoted an entire day to the topic “The Liberated Archive: A Forum for Envisioning and Implement-

ing a Community-Based Approach.” Bryan Giemza reflects this as “a paradigm shift in archival sci-

ence.” See Bryan Giemza, “More than Words: Respectful Stewardship and the Balance of Commu-

nity Archives,” Letonica (2018): 34–36. See also Alessandro Portelli, “Research as an Experiment in

Equality,” in The Death of Luigi Trastuilli and Other Stories: Form and Meaning in Oral History (Albany,

NY, 1991); Michelle Caswell, “What Is a Community-Based Archives Anyway?,” South Asian Amer-

ican Digital Archive, April 18, 2012, https://www.saada.org/tides/article/20120418-704, and “See-

ing Yourself in History: Community Archives and the Fight against Symbolic Annihilation,” Public

Historian 36, no. 4 (2014): 26–37; Karida Brown, “On the Participatory Archive: The Formation of

the Eastern Kentucky African American Migration Project,” Southern Cultures 22, no. 1 (2016): 113–

27; Terry Cook, “Evidence, Memory, Identity and Community: Four Shifting Archival Paradigms,”

Archival Science 13, nos. 2–3 (2013): 95–120; and Anne Gilliland and Sue McKemmish, “The Role of

Participatory Archives in Furthering Human Rights, Reconciliation and Recovery,” Atlanti: Review

for Modern Archival Theory and Practice 24 (2014): 78–88.
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interviewed by aWhite woman, Jessie Butler. Butler left some doubt inHamlin’s
mind: was she interviewing Hamlin for history’s sake or as part of an investi-
gation by the local welfare office?13 Both the White woman (Butler) and the
Black man (Ladson) worked from a common set of Federal Writers Project
questions that included the freedperson’s personal history, work experiences,
education, diet, and the slave-to-“owner” relationship. But look at howHamlin
responds when asked to share information on how she experienced slavery,
first by Butler:

I don’t know about slavery but I know all the slavery I know about, and the
people was good to me. Mr. Fuller was a good man and his wife’s people
been grand people, all good to their slaves. Seem like Mr. Fuller just git
his slaves so he could be good to them.

And then by Ladson:

When any slave was whipped all the other slaves was made to catch. I see
women hung from the ceiling of buildings and whipped with only some-
thing tied ’round her lower part of the body, until when they was taken
down, there wasn’t breath in the body. I had some terribly bad experiences.14

This is a reality of information collection that remains no less powerful if ar-
chivists and historians ignore it. Plenty do. Not only does this reality limit
our understanding of slavery and white supremacy in the United States, but
one can easily extrapolate and imagine how similar dynamics cut off our ability
to document the experiences of anyone on the margins of wealth and power:
colonized people, women of all backgrounds, religious minorities, children,
undocumented immigrants, trauma survivors, military veterans, Indigenous
people, members of the LGBTQ1 communities, and people with intersecting
marginalized identities. If we cannot document these experiences, we cannot
write about them, teach about them, or bring the understanding they supply
into our commonly held public awareness.

The American majority who are on the margins of power and wealth need
to tell stories on their own terms and make key decisions about how those sto-
ries are collected, archived, contextualized, and disseminated to the public. If
the Americanmajority is not at the center of the decision-making, the knowledge
base of our lives is dramatically limited to themedical, state, and legal documents
13. “Who Is the Interviewer?,” August 3, 2017, History Matters website, http://historymatters

.gmu.edu/mse/oral/question2.html. See also Jessie Butler, “Susan Hamlin, Charleston, South

Carolina,” https://www.loc.gov/resource/mesn.142/?sp5230; and Augustus Ladson, “Federal

Writers Project, Slave Narrative Project, Vol. 14, South Carolina, Part 2, Eddington-Hunter,”

https://www.loc.gov/item/mesn142/.

14. “Who Is the Interviewer?,” http://historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/oral/question2.html.
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produced by a numerically small and experientially narrow group of profession-
als and experts.15

Yet as many archivists and historians know, this broadening of the archival
record almost never happens. The reasons, more often than not, are quite prac-
tical. It is not straightforward to work with people on the margins of power
and wealth. These are often people who have been taught that both their lives
and their stories are of no value, and, therefore, the concept of documenting and
recording their stories seems irrelevant, awaste of time and energy. Archives and
archivists have historically been complicit in devaluing these kinds of stories as
well. Many archives chase “well-known” donors and collections for years while
ignoring communities on the margins. Archival description and cataloging also
limits the findability of these types of materials in collections. In fact, many ar-
chives today are undertaking projects to uncover “hidden” collections already
within a repository that actually document marginalized communities but were
described in earlier eras with an emphasis on those in power.

Additionally, the formalities and requirements of the academic and institu-
tional world seem burdensome and the balance of power in the negotiations
feels unequal. This results in a conflict between two worlds. University-based
scholars may find it difficult to find people willing to tell their stories. Activists
may participate in a project and then move, making it difficult for institutions
to track them down for permissions or further decision-making. Activists may
be impatient about archival processes or not have the time to catalog and con-
textualize their materials. Above all, activists are often justifiably suspicious of
the extractive process used by institutions that want their papers, interviews,
and ephemera and use them for purposes not their own—institutions that do
not act as if they are accountable to activists and their communities.16 This re-
ality leads globally to a gross imbalance: there are many more millions of cubic
15. For a dramatic example of this, see Elspeth H. Brown, “Trans/Feminist Oral History: Cur-

rent Projects” Transgender Studies Quarterly 2, no. 4 (2015): 667, who observes that almost all

LGBTQ1 history relies on oral history as a “corrective to medical, state and legal discourses that

have historically framed same-sex desire as pathological.” José Sergio Leite Lopes, professor at

Federal University of Rio de Janeiro, made a similar point: it took his team years to create enough

trust with metal union workers to build an archive about their opposition to the Brazilian military

dictatorship in the 1970s, but the archive helped them create their own personal feelings of sur-

vival and efficacy and kept their work as a part of the nation’s broader story (interview with José

Sergio Leite Lopes, February 28, 2018, notes in W. Hogan’s possession).

16. Those who have critiqued this extractive method are growing. Some examples include

Linda Tuhiwai Smith, Decolonizing Methodologies: Research and Indigenous Peoples (London, 1999);

Jennifer Nez Denetdale, Reclaiming Diné History: The Legacies of Navajo Chief Manuelito and Juanita

(Tucson, AZ, 2007); Shawn Wilson, Research Is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods (Halifax,

2008); and Holton, “Decolonizing History.”
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feet of papers in the world’s archives devoted to centrist and conservative po-
litical activity than to small-d democratic movements.

The SNCC veterans are somewhat unique because they have worked with
those on the margins of power and wealth for over five decades. They under-
stand the need to document the historical narrative of struggles for civil and
human rights waged by these very people if society meant to uphold what his-
torianHoward Zinn called the “spirit of democracy,”which demanded that the
“condition, the grievances, the will of the underclasses become a force in the
nation.”17 SNCC veterans know that if they do not tell the stories from the bot-
tom up, those whomade the history will once again be ignored. Again, they are
like returning astronauts, passionate to share the wealth of information they
acquired on their journey with others who might travel similar paths. There-
fore, the SLP came to the table in 2013 willing to do all of the work of staying
with the project from conceptualization, through fundraising, and carrying out
of the work itself, as full partners with Duke. SLP put two nonnegotiable re-
quirements on the table: (1) that the site have no paywall and can be accessed
by anyone at any time; and (2) that the intellectual property—both original pa-
pers and new material created over the course of the project—be shared by
SLP and Duke.

After negotiating with the Duke legal team, Naomi Nelson, the head of
Duke’s Rubenstein Library, was able to move forward with an agreement to
make the material as open as possible via US Creative Commons licenses and
contract language prohibiting future paywalls or similar requirements. Copy-
rights for attributed new works created for the SNCC Digital Gateway would
belong to the authors, while copyrights for unattributed new content would
be owned by the SNCC Legacy Project. The authors and SLP then granted
Duke nonexclusive, perpetual licenses to publish and provide access to the con-
tent using US Creative Commons licenses. This creator-centric approach re-
flected SNCC values regarding the value of work and respecting the rights of
the creators who do the work. It also helped answer an early and ever-present
question among the partners: Can I trust you as we walk into this process?

In building this trust, our team had many hurdles to overcome—some histor-
ical, some based onfirst-person experience. On the historical front, manyUS uni-
versities themselves grew out of money stolen through slave labor. During the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, universities consistently abused Black people
inmedical settings, including,most infamously, theHenrietta Lacks case at Johns
Hopkins University and the US Public Health Service’s Tuskegee Syphilis Exper-
iment in Alabama. Most institutions were also legally segregated until the mid–
twentieth century, and many SNCC activists were groomed on the campuses of
17. Zinn, “Secrecy, Archives, and the Public Interest,” 25.
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historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) as opposed to majority-
White universities. An entire body of so-called scholarship funded and endorsed
by universities provided “scientific evidence” about the inferiority of those of Af-
rican descent. This “scholarship” helped justify discrimination against Black peo-
ple in America. The history of music companies includes the stealing of intellec-
tual and cultural property of blues and early rock and roll musicians. SNCC
veterans working in Mississippi in 1964 in a Freedom Summer project involving
a coalition of civil rights organizations, the Council of Federated Organizations,
witnessed first-hand how Brown University, a northeastern liberal arts institu-
tion with a sizable financial endowment and influence, had initially approached
small, historically Black Tougaloo College in Mississippi with offers of financial
assistance and student-faculty exchanges. These offers of assistance evolved into
efforts to control Tougaloo and dictate its retreat from Civil Rights Movement
activity. Brown officials did this work in cooperation with segregationist Mis-
sissippians. Ultimately this resulted in the removal of Tougaloo’s progressive
president, who had encouraged student, staff, and faculty participation in the
movement.

In addition to these historic barriers to trust, by 2013, SNCC veterans them-
selves had accumulated five decades’ worth of experience with journalists and
scholars acting as “slander panderers”—those who got the story wrong and
built their careers off of such distortions. In 2013, when we first gathered to
see if we could work together, universities were beginning to account for their
exploitation of Black people through slavery in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries and to remedy their exclusion of Black talent through Jim Crow in
the twentieth century. It was clear, however, that universities’ twenty-first-
century workflows and hierarchies still reflected those origins. University forms
of knowledge creation and knowledge dissemination overwhelmingly reflected
an extractive approach. Universities, furthermore, had long made it appear to
many in SLP as if Black stories, histories, and experienceswere and are less valu-
able. Duke itself not only reflected these broader trends but had a tendentious,
complex history of its own in the South as a private, historically White univer-
sity that many in working-class Black Durham still call “the Plantation.”18
18. On universities created on slave labor and Jim Crow exploitation, see Craig Wilder, Ebony

and Ivy: Race, Slavery, and the Troubled History of America’s Universities (New York, 2013); and

Rebeca Skloot, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks (New York, 2010). On Tuskegee, see James

H. Jones, Bad Blood: The Tuskegee Syphilis Experiment (New York, 1994); Susan Reverby, ed.,

Tuskegee’s Truths: Rethinking the Tuskegee Syphilis Study (Chapel Hill, NC, 2000), and Susan

Reverby, Examining Tuskegee: The Infamous Syphilis Study and Its Legacy (Chapel Hill, NC, 2009).

Brown University’s internal report on its reliance on slave labor is available at http://www

.brown.edu/Research/Slavery_ Justice/report/. On themodern-day extractivementality of US uni-

versities and scholarship, see, e.g., Anne Spice, “Interrupting Industrial and Academic Extraction
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SNCC veterans had tried to work with community-based archives to avoid
the hurdles posed by university partners. There are particular strengths to this
approach, as community-based archives are frequently the standard bearers
for the group they both collect and service for research. There is to a great de-
gree a feeling of safety in archiving within one’s own community. One needs
less explanation and often obtains more understanding from the institution of
a collection’s particular relevance. Yet SNCC had to find a community-based
archive in an era of major defunding of public education and public libraries
that started in the 1980s and continues today. This defunding narrowed the
material base of community archives’ and public libraries’ resources for archiv-
ing and knowledge sharing. The community-based archiving tradition at-
tempted to address this “reality of growing disparities in the historical record
and their social consequences.”19 In such a climate, SNCC veterans discovered
a reality faced by many groups looking to deposit their records in a public or
19. For example, the Welfare Rights Initiative Oral History Project at Hunter College in New

York saw the privatization of knowledge and “inability to access scholarship [as] a symptom of a

much larger issue . . . a larger network of socioeconomic factors that include the inequities and

systematic impoverishment of the public education system and the ‘disruption’ of higher educa-

tion” (Cynthia Tobar, “WRI,” in Mixtape: Groundswell Collective, vol. 1, ed. Alisa Del Tufo et al.

[New York, 2014], 6).

on Native Land,” December 22, 2016, Society for Cultural Anthropology website, https://culanth

.org/fieldsights/interrupting-industrial-and-academic-extraction-on-native-land. On the idea that Black

stories are perceived as “less valuable,” see Melanie Harris, Gifts of Virtue, Alice Walker, and Womanist

Ethics (New York, 2010), 65. SNCC people were aware of these problems from their earliest days.

Bob Moses confronted white movement psychiatrist Robert Coles, who was taping an intense

meeting of SNCC staffers in Atlanta in April 1964 as they hurried to get ready for the 1964 Summer

Project. Moses said to Coles, “Don’t you see, that’s been our story—the black story: everyone calls

us something! It’s so hard for any single one of us to be seen by you folks [White people], even the

kindest of you, even our friends [among you] as a person, nothingmore. That’s wherewe are; that’s

wherewe’re coming from; that’s our ‘place’ in all this! You folks—can be yourselves! You canwan-

der all over the map. You can be here and you can be there. You can go set up your tent wherever

you think it’ll do you good! That’s great—for you! That’s what it means to be white, and have a

good education. You can look at things with a microscope or a telescope, scope, and from way

up in the mountains and down near the seashore, and when it’s sunny and when it’s raining cats

and dogs, and then, later, when you write or you publish your photographs-you’re not a white writer,

or a white photographer. You’re free of the biggest label of them all, the one that defines us every

single minute of our lives! So, you can take all roads, and you can stop at any gas station or restau-

rant while on the way. Us-we’re trying to get people to give us just a little break, to call us Mister or

Missus, to let me go where I please without thinking I might get arrested, and even killed. So, it’s

location, man, location, for us: where we’re at, and where you’re at, and where we can go, and

where you can go-that’s why I favor stopping to look at one person, then the next, and not running

all which ways to corral folks into someone’s pen, some circle, with a fence around it” (Robert

Coles, Doing Documentary Work, Kindle ed. [New York, 1997], 450–59).
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community-based setting: “organizational, public archives often are at risk of
losing a physical space and have fewer resources for making items available
online,” and “university archives generally have more stability and online ac-
cess.20 Yet universities’ capacities to archive were not at all equal: many HBCUs’
archives employed fewer than ten people; most private research university ar-
chival teams employed forty to fifty staff working day to day to build, preserve,
and make publicly accessible their archives. There were clear advantages to
workingwith a university, and fortuitous circumstancesmadeDuke University
a viable option.

So how did we begin to build trust? The commitment to equitable participa-
tion helped build strong relationships among project partners and fostered a
respectful way of working together in light of the reality that Duke’s library
would be the long-term site for the archive. Yet we acknowledged from the be-
ginning that we had distinct priorities. Scholars and activists are trained to
monitor accuracy, while the SLP’s primary goal was to focus on knowledge
and meaning, to “get the story right” so historians and authors wouldn’t con-
tinue to “get it wrong.” SLP also wanted to put their stories and knowledge in
language and forms that could be easily accessed by others, particularly young(er)
activists. In the early days, we found, like others before us, that navigating these
divergent priorities involved “constant negotiation, based on trust and mutual
respect that sometimes takes a great deal of time and work.” This approach took
historians “far from the practices they have been trained to follow.”21 Ultimately,
we were able to work together because scholars, archivists, and project staff
alikewere dedicated to carrying out the SNCCpartners’ vision. As JohnGartrell,
head of the JohnHope Franklin ResearchCenter at DukeLibraries, explained to
the SNCC partners, “We’re always accountable to you all.”

A key component of our success is our refusal to follow universities’ “dom-
inant individualistic career achievement model” of studying the freedom move-
ment. Rather than pursue this work as an individual intellectual pursuit, we
insisted on a collaborative, collective process. This required going against the
flow of university life. For example, shared responsibility for fundraising and
publicity meant that grant proposals and press releases sometimes had as many
as twenty people who had to edit a single document, with representation from
the SLP, the libraries , CDS, and our scholars’ team. This required amuch longer
timeline than a single scholar or archivist would traditionally allot for writing
20. Chase Joint and Kristen Schist, “Anxiety at the Archive,” Transgender Studies Quarterly 2,

no. 4 (2015): 635–44.

21. Barbara Franco, quoted in Katharine T. Corbett and Howard S. Miller, “A Shared Inquiry

into Shared Inquiry,” The Public Historian 28, no. 1 (2006): 20.
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such materials, and we had to develop a workflow that made it possible to track
this number of revisions and allow everyone to approve others’ revisions. An-
other example involvedmaking major decisions for the site’s content. This was
not in the hands of one or two primary investigators, as would usually be the
case at universities, but instead was a raucous, deliberative process that some-
times involved up to fifteen voices. Even collaborative public historians tend to
think historiansmust have final say over content and interpretation. “Although
team members and stakeholders may and should participate in the decision-
making process, the buck stops with the historian,” reflected historians Kath-
arine Corbett andHowardMiller. “Responsibility without authority spells disas-
ter.” Even partial sharing of authority posed challenges for scholars: “Quickly
sizing up circumstances and learning how towork and play with others has gen-
erally not been a high priority” in the training most graduate students get in the
historical profession. Andnone of the gatekeepers of the profession like graduate
teachers or professional peer review “help develop mediation skills or an incli-
nation to share authority.”22

Rather than scholarship that became a means to fit in and get ahead in one’s
scholarly career, we self-consciously pursued a model of creating knowledge
that reflected group-centered leadership.23 Our research process itself explicitly
bolstered small-d democratic practice over hierarchical ways of knowing. Com-
pared to ordinary experiences in elite higher education institution where people
frequently experience the “dis-ease borne from the daily lived experience of elite
liberalism, where few overt racist references emerge but unstated presumptions
ofwhite superiority—wrapped in language of individuality, rationality and qual-
ifications—are pervasive,” ourworkmodel identified and countered the individ-
ual hidden curriculum that too often defines how people study race, gender, pol-
icy, and knowledge production.24 It was not a clean, straightforward process: we
had to embrace risk—not just tolerate it—and make the road by walking it.

We also ran against the current standard of “scholarly detachment” still
prevalent in large sectors of the university world. We are not objective about
the history of US racial terror and resistance to it. We do not think anyone
22. Corbett and Miller, “Shared Inquiry,” 19, 21.

23. On group-centered leadership, see Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Strug-

gle: A Radical Democratic Vision (Chapel Hill, NC, 2005), esp. chap. 6, and “Ella Taught Me: Shat-

tering the Myth of a Leaderless Movement,” Colorlines, June 12, 2015, https://www.colorlines

.com/articles/ella-taught-me-shattering-myth-leaderless-movement.

24. Alethia Jones, “Chronicling an Activist Life,” in Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Around:

Forty Years of Movement Building with Barbara Smith, ed. Alethia Jones and Virginia Eubanks with

Barbara Smith (Albany, NY, 2014) 8; and Audra Simpson, “Consent’s Revenge,” Cultural Anthro-

pology 31, no. 3 (2016): 326–33.
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who lays claim to civilized discourse and democracy should be objective, if ob-
jective means noting the “merits of all sides.” We lay claim to a vision of de-
mocracy that honors the struggles of previous generations of diasporic Africans
such as Olaudah Equiano, Frederick Douglass, and Sojourner Truth—and
non-Black allies like John Brown, Delores Huerta, and Grace Lee Boggs. We
aim for a civilization and democracy that affirms Black life and equality. In-
stead of aspiring to detachment, we allow the viewer to see our bias as move-
ment activists, activist archivists, and movement historians who directly and
collaboratively work to create a narrative about the movement that unlocks ar-
eas previously invisible, silent, and ignored. There is often a rift that sometimes
seems the size of a pothole and at other times opens up wide enough to seem
like a chasm betweenwhat activists, on the one hand, and scholars, on the other,
see as “knowledge” and “evidence.” In thisfield, we see ourwork as an essential,
but not objective, corrective to the knowledge already produced solely among
scholars about the freedom movement.25
25. Multiple generations of scholars have challenged the possibility, much less the ethic, of ob-

jectivity. Arthur A. Schomburg noted how “white supremacist history effectively worked to segre-

gate a people from its past, to deprive people of African descent, ‘of the spiritual nourishment of

our cultural past’ ”; Adalaine Holton’s work on Schomburg’s archival practice reflected his under-

standing that “Black history must be recovered and popularized so that ‘Negro youth can be nour-

ished on its own milk’ ”; see Arthur A. Schomburg, “The Negro Digs Up His Past,” in The New Ne-

gro, ed. Alain Locke (1925; repr., New York, 1992), 220, cited in Adalaine Holton, “Decolonizing

History: Arthur Schomburg’s Afrodiasporic Archive,” Journal of African American History 92, no. 2

(2007): 219. See also Charlotte Linde: “Various studies show that the social production of medical,

legal, and bureaucratic records is not a simple matter of recording facts; instead, it is the result of

social processes, negotiations, and rules of thumb to be followedwhen standard procedures cannot

be applied, as is often the case” (Life Stories: The Creation of Coherence [New York, 1993], 15); Linde

cites Harold Garfinkle and E. Bittner, “Good Organizational Reasons for ‘Bad’ Clinical Records,”

in Studies in Ethnomethodology, ed. Harold Garfinkel (Upper Saddle River, NJ, 1967,) 186–207;

Albert J. Meehan, “Record-Keeping Practices in the Policing of Juveniles,” Urban Life (1986) 151:

70–102; and Donald Zimmerman, “Record-Keeping and the Intake Process in a Public Welfare

Agency,” in On Record: Files and Dossiers in American Life, ed. Stanton Wheeler (New York, 1969):

319–54. Robert Coles’s first chapter inDoing DocumentaryWork (NewYork, 1997) incisively examines

the kinds of challenges faced when scholars try to include self-reflexive thinking in peer-reviewed

journals andmanuscripts. He and Linda Shopes, in “Insights andOversights: Reflections on theDoc-

umentary Tradition and the Theoretical Turn in Oral History,” Oral History Review 41, no. 2 (2014):

257–68, point out the situated nature of all research methodologies and the ways gatekeepers allow

certain kinds of evidence and exclude others. On “affirming black life” as basis of civilization and

democracy, see Charles McKinney’s powerful speech “Teaching the Civil Rights Movement during

a Time ofUniversal Deceit,” delivered at the Ohio State University’s symposium on teaching the Civil

RightsMovement (“WeWhoBelieve in Freedom,” June 1, 2018, notes inW.Hogan’s possession). Say

Burgin has observed that “academic knowledge is privileged over other knowledge sources within

the field . . . to the extent to which this privileging persists, our understanding of whiteness will move
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SNCC people created new forms within the SNCC Legacy Project to tell col-
lective history and allow individual difference and conflict to emerge—a meth-
odology of Critical Oral History.26 We built both individual oral histories and
collective sessions that had the combined effect of a richer, more dense, and
complex set of memories focused on how people experiencedmovementwork.27

As movement veterans prepared for the Critical Oral History sessions, we found
that their work in reviewing not only the document dossier but also their own
archives—photos, letters, objects—prompted new thinking and rethinking of
26. Recent work in queer oral history reflects something true for SNCC veterans as well:

“those seeking justice sometimes have to create new methods for historical research” (Nan

Alamilla Boyd and Horacio N. Roque Ramírez, Bodies of Evidence: The Practice of Queer Oral History

[New York, 2010], 1).

27. On Latin American testimonio traditions, oral knowledge production, and collective mem-

ory within Black, Indigenous, and feminist traditions, see the Groundswell website, http://www

.oralhistoryforsocialchange.org; as well as Kalina Brabeck, “Testimonio: A Strategy for Collective

Resistance, Cultural Survival and Building Solidarity,” Feminism & Pscyhology 13, no. 2 (May

2003): 252–58; Roberto Avant-Mier and Marouf Hasaian, “Communicating Truth: Testimonio,

Vernacular Voices, and the Rigoberta Menchú Controversy,” Communication Review 11, no. 4

(2008): 323–45; the notion of “militant investigation” developed in Argentina by Colectivo

Situaciones, “On the Researcher-Militant,” September 2003, https://transversal.at/transversal

/0406/colectivo-situaciones/en; John Beverley, Testimonio: On the Politics of Truth (Minneapolis,

2004); Kenneth J. Bindas, “Re-remembering a Segregated Past: Race in American Memory,” His-

tory & Memory 22, no. 1 (2010): 116–20; Gwendolyn Etter-Lewis, “Black Women’s Life Stories:

Reclaiming Self in Narrative Texts,” in Women’s Words: The Feminist Practice of Oral History, ed.

Sherna Berger Gluck and Daphne Patai (New York, 1991), 43–58; and “Shared Authority,” special

issue of Oral History Review 30, no. 1 (2003); Jennifer Denetdale, Reclaiming Diné History: The Leg-

acies of Navajo Chief Manuelito and Juanita (Tucson, AZ, 2007); Kathleen Blee, “Evidence, Empa-

thy and Ethics: Lessons from Oral Histories of the Klan,” in The Oral History Reader, ed. Robert

Perks and Alistair Thomson eds., 2nd ed. (New York, 2015), 322–31; Alexis Pauline Gumbs, “Seek

the Roots: An Immersive and Interactive Archive of Black Feminist Practice.” Feminist Collections:

A Quarterly of Women’s Studies Resources 32, no. 1 (March 2011): 17; Alana Kumbier, “Inventing

History: TheWatermelonWoman and Archive Activism,” inMake Your Own History: Documenting

Feminist and Queer Activism in the 21st Century, ed. Lyz Bly and Kelly Wooten (Los Angeles, 2012),

97–98; and Robyn Spencer, “Mad at History,” Radical Teacher 85 (2009): 67–69. Nishani Frazier’s

exploration of power dynamics in the creation of oral histories and their use in scholarship is par-

ticularly instructive in addressing the ethical challenges posed by people who work as movement

historians; see her preface and introduction to Harambee City: The Congress of Racial Equality in

Cleveland and the Rise of Black Power Populism (Fayetteville, AR, 2017).

at the snail’s pace of the academic imaginary . . . considering activist knowledge onwhiteness not only

elucidates a richer history of the field, it allows for more complex understandings of whiteness, con-

nects the field more closely with racial justice struggles and pushes scholarly debate beyond the con-

fines of the academy” (“Locating Douglas Fitch: The Roots of Colour and Activist Traditions in United

States Critical Whiteness Studies,” ACRAWSA E-Journal 9, no. 1 [2013], www.acrawsa.org.au/files

/ejournalfiles/197Burgin20131.pdf ).
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prior memory.28We not only tested the “validity” of the documentary record but
also looked at how views of that record have changed over time.29 Such work is
complemented by other digital archive-building projects built in the last two de-
cades, varying from Virtual Harlem, to the UNC Community-Driven Archiving
Project, to the Middle Passage Ceremonies and Port Markers Project.30

In 2020, as we presented the SNCC Digital Gateway to audiences in the
United States, Mexico, and Brazil, people reacted to the unusual way weworked
together with encouragement and gratitude. In Rio de Janiero, activists and
scholars remarked that perhaps we had found a way to apply Paolo Freire’s pop-
ular education ideas to archive building. They suggested we were designing a
method of collaborative construction that not only documented political action
butwas itself a political action.We extended this political action by documenting
dialogues among SNCC activists in the Critical Oral History sessions, and be-
tween youth active today with SNCC veterans—on the website’s “Today” sec-
tion, highlighting the 2015 voting rights conference, the 2018 closing events,
and the 2018 Critical Oral History sessions.31

The work we’ve done together to build the SNCC Digital Gateway, host the
2015 conference, and build out the critical oral histories and K–12 workshops
28. Katharine Corbett’s work with photographs and oral history in the 1970s, and the work

she and her colleagues have done to promote “shared inquiry,” is an important predecessor to

our work in Critical Oral History; see Katharine Corbett, “St. Louis Garment Workers: Photo-

graphs and Memories,” Gateway Heritage 2, no. 1 (1983): 19–24; Corbett and Miller, “Shared In-

quiry,” 16. The Critical Oral History session from 2016 is available on the SNCC Digital Gateway

at https://snccdigital.org/our-voices/emergence-black-power/roots/. The tradition of industrial-

based workers’ inquiry is also vital here; see Devi Sacchetto et al., “Coresearch and Counter-

research: Romano Alquati’s Itinerary within and beyond Italian Radical Political Thought,” View-

point Magazine, September 27, 2013, https://www.viewpointmag.com/2013/09/27/coresearch

-and-counter-research-romano-alquatis-itinerary-within-and-beyond-italian-radical-political

-thought/; and Asad Heider and Salar Mohandesi, “Workers’ Inquiry: A Genealogy,” Viewpoint

Magazine, September 27, 2013, https://www.viewpointmag.com/2013/09/27/workers-inquiry

-a-genealogy/.

29. For a fascinating examination of how people’s views of the historical record change over

time, see Anjali Arondekar, For the Record: On Sexuality and the Colonial Archive in India (Durham,

NC, 2009), 5.

30. See Virtual Harlem, http://scalar.usc.edu/works/harlem-renaissance/purpose-of-archive;

Community-Driven Archives, https://library.unc.edu/wilson/shc/community-driven-archives/; and

Middle Passage Ceremonies and Port Markers Project, https://www.middlepassageproject.org.

31. Alexandre Fortes of the Pró-Reitor de Pesquisa e Pós-Graduação UFRRJ and John French

of Duke University invited us to present our work in Rio de Janiero at the Colégio Brasileiro de

Altos Estudos at UFRJ in February 2018. We are deeply indebted to them for this invitation, and

for Fortes’s initial insight that perhaps we had found a way to apply popular education ideas to the

archive (Stephanie Reist quoted on Baixada organizing today, remarks in response to the talk at

UFRJ, February 28, 2018, notes in W. Hogan’s possession).
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has changed the way we operate. For example, we never present or write up
this material by ourselves, as just the SLP, or just a university-based person.
We always present and write as part of a collective. We are keenly aware that
archives reflect power relationships,32 but in this case, we tried to transform
those power relationships. We chose to organize ourselves in relationship to
power as equals—activists, archivists, and academics. We approached the ques-
tion of how to build access to this information in a very intentional way. For in-
stance, Hogan didn’t see herself first as a scholar who then figured out how to
document SNCC. Her primary goal was to have an impact, to make this history
useful to others. For some of the university-based people, this work changed the
way we thought about accountability to specific people we work with closely.
We made sure to prioritize maintaining the integrity of those relationships in-
stead of prioritizing career advancement, institutional practices, habits, or bu-
reaucratic procedures. We felt accountable to the SLP activists and to a set of
mutually agreed upon principles and values.

For our team, acting in solidarity is partly a process of making common
memory, between activists, past and present, and scholars. For SLP members
Courtland Cox and Jennifer Lawson, it entailed returning to rural Lowndes
County, where they had worked over fifty years earlier as SNCC activists, to
find the local people with whom they worked to ensure that their stories of ac-
tivism and change would be told in their own words. The relationship with the
scholars and archivists at Duke helped reassure local people and activists from
the 1960s that the stories of their past activismwould be archived for the future
but not entombed; instead they would form the basis for reflection and dia-
logue on current strategies and issues, online in digital form through the SNCC
Digital Gateway and through meetings and events with young activists from
the Black Lives Matter Movement and Dream Defenders, among others, con-
vened by SLP and Duke University. For the SLP, this informational wealth
transfer and active use of the archives are as essential as the creation of the
SNCC Digital Gateway.

The archivists involved in this work had an opportunity to integrate a work-
flowbeyond simply digitizing primary sourcematerial. The SNCCDigital Gateway
32. Archives reflect power relationships in many ways. For example, the police in Rio de

Janiero’s Baixada have confiscated Afro-Brazilian religious objects since 1887; this has become a cap-

tive archive; see the Facebook page for Liberte Nosso Sagrado (Set our sacred free), https://www

.facebook.com/libertenossosagrado/; and Carlos Fioravanti, “The Uncertain Fate of Police Museum

Collections,” Pesquisa Fapesp 260 (October 2017), http://revistapesquisa.fapesp.br/en/2018/02/22

/the-uncertain-fate-of-police-museum-collections/; see also Joan M. Schwartz and Terry Cook. “Ar-

chives, Records, and Power: The Making of Modern Memory.” Archival Science 2 (2002): 1–19; and

Verne Harris, “The Archival Sliver: Power, Memory, and Archives in South Africa,” Archival Science

2 (2002): 63–86.
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is as much an archive as it is a digital publication. Providing access to collec-
tions online is something archives are either striving to do or are doing on a
regular basis, but access is only the first step. Having a hand in the creation
of a platform that lends interpretation, and through critical oral histories and
the audiovisual pieces on the site, the SNCC Digital Gateway is in and of itself
a primary source. This kind of documentary creation breaks with tradition
in archival practices, going from knowledge keeper to knowledge creator. Ex-
tended collaborativework alsomeant the opportunity to exchange the values of
archives with an activist community that had reasonable reservations about
their work. As we all waded into issues such as intellectual property, copyright,
reproduction, permissions, processing, digitization, and access, the SNCC ac-
tivists were afforded an opportunity to better understand the issues that ar-
chives address, and prompted the archivists to develop practices that helped
to flatten the power differentials between archives and those on the margins.
transfer of informational wealth

In summary, the experiences of SNCC people who challenged the United
States to live up to its mission of “liberty and justice for all” are too valuable
to not be archived permanently for future citizens. Courtland Cox noted re-
cently that “our youth have to have the benefit of our information, if not expe-
riences, so they have a head start as they continue their struggle in America.”
He called this project a “critical transfer of informational wealth.” The term
stuck. SNCC activist Joyce Ladner rejoined: “if nothing else will save the most
vulnerable of this generation, then informational wealthmay be used to do so.”
The SNCCDigital Gateway provides one model for how universities and social
movements might partner on an egalitarian basis to identify, archive, and dis-
seminate the lessons learned inside social movements.

Social movements themselves are highly valuable sites of knowledge pro-
duction. This is not a claim that scholars, foundations, and universities have
readily acknowledged. Instead, social movements are seen either as sites for
extraction of information and data or as unruly impositions on orderly uni-
versity life, or both. Universities historically have used their asymmetrically
overwhelming resources and cultural authority to legitimize certain forms of
knowledge and dismiss others. In research libraries, whether or not an archive
has “research value”—that is, whether doctoral-level scholars decide it is use-
ful—remains the single factor that most heavily determines which archives to
save and which to dismiss or omit. It is a practice “patently at odds with shared
knowledge economies in an information age,” as archivist Bryan Giemza noted
recently. Allowing university-based PhDs to be the primary deciders of what to
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keep, he reflects, is “self-evidently in conflict with contemporarymodels that po-
sition the production of knowledge as a process of co-creation.”33

That cocreation, among activists, scholars, students, knowledge seekers,
and communities, “working together through extended information commons,”
is a major pillar sustaining democracy. Hierarchical modes of governance, after
all, routinely attempt to control bymaximizing the information held by the pow-
erful few and minimizing the information available to the majority.34 With all
exceptions duly noted, university-based archivists and scholars have rarely been
transparent when examining “what counts” as evidence and knowledge and
who tells the story. As theoretical physicist Lisa Randall recently observed, sci-
ence has long been misshaped by the fact that “most people mistake their own
perspective, shaped by their subjective and limited perception, for the absolute
reality of the external world.” For her, questioning this perspective has been cru-
cial to advancing her field—research on dark matter. Yet she found that “recog-
nizing the limits of our senses and the subjectivity of our experiences” was also
“the only thing that has ever advanced human empathy.” It provided “the only
route to transcending” our subjective experience.35 The blind spots she identified
did not just limit advancement within theoretical physics. They have led to sig-
nificant gaps in knowledge across the university. The experience of the SNCC
Digital Gateway forced parts of our team to recognize that universities have rarely
taken activist epistemologies seriously on their own terms and have not devel-
oped strong institutional pathways to include activists in scholarly production.
This has led to large areas of social movements that scholars simply do not under-
stand, such as recruiting, civic education of participants, definitions of movement
success, and strategies to negotiate power between social movements and estab-
lished political parties.

The SNCC Digital Gateway is an important development precisely because
we, working collaboratively as activists, scholars, archivists, and university
administrators, have found a way to present, preserve, and disseminate activ-
ists’ knowledge. We have made paths for scholars’ insights, methodologies,
and values to play a pivotal role in this knowledge creation. People need these
histories—otherwise the quest for democracy is too easily dismissed as suspi-
cious or impractical. The SNCC Digital Gateway has the potential to illuminate
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how these young people in SNCC, often under twenty-five years old, shaped the
entire nation for the better. Their history is our public inheritance, one that
should not be held hostage by bureaucratic restrictions that universities and ar-
chives often follow. Public access to creativity and memory, not reserved or
made secret, has the potential to open up gatekeeping so that scholars and archi-
vists are not the center of reference for knowledge production.

Informational transfer is taking place as young(er) activists use the SNCC
Digital Gateway site and seek out SNCC veterans. “We pretend there’s no con-
flict in the Baixada movement today,” Stephanie Reist, one young Brazil-based
activist reflected. “Perhaps if people understood the conflicts inside of historic
movements like SNCC, such as how they handled conflict when they were
growing so quickly, we’d have less failures inside our movement today.” For
Phillip Agnew, cofounder of the Dream Defenders in Florida, the archival leg-
acy of SNCC—its meeting notes, its minutes, its pictures—has helped Dream
Defenders “have perspective about where we are, where we’re going.” The
SNCC Digital Gateway, he explained, “provides a compass for organizers of
today to really guide our work, guide our strategy, and begin to build on the
legacy that SNCC has built.” Agnew also praised SNCC’s living legacy: the ac-
tual SNCC veterans who shepherded the Dream Defenders through trying
times as an organization, “who were there as people to give advice, to provide
counsel.” “SNCC never died,” he noted. “SNCC is very, very present in the
DNA of what we’re doing.”36
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