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ABSTRACT: For the past twenty years archivists have been attempting to diversify
their collections to include historically excluded groups such as minorities. The envi-
ronmental justice movement, an attempt by people of color to combat toxic pollution
in their neighborhoods, presents a unique opportunity for archivists to achieve this
goal by documenting the efforts of these community-based coalitions. This opportu-
nity also offers archivists a chance to reexamine the use and usefulness of “documen-
tation strategies” for filling gaps in collections. This essay argues that instead of “docu-
mentation strategies,” the profession needs to engage in “documentation advocacy”
to secure diverse collections.

One of the most significant social forces of the twentieth century has been the envi-
ronmental movement. This movement, which began developing late in the nineteenth
century, was led by John Muir, who preached that wilderness had a value to humans
independent of the market value of its component parts. Muir, whose philosophy was
an extension of Thoreau and nineteenth century romanticism, called for the permanent
preservation of wilderness areas so that future generations would not be robbed of their
natural legacy.!

The environmental movement arose, in part, as a response to the development of the
modern city. As more and more people became concentrated in increasingly congested
and polluted cities some residents, particularly of the middle and upper classes, began
to view wilderness as an escape hatch, and they assigned to nature an almost mystical
value. This fixation on wilderness often puzzled the residents of these so-called “wil-
derness areas.” As one Eskimo remarked during the debate over the 1980 Alaskan
Land Act (which led to the permanent preservation of 104 million acres in the state of
Alaska), “[white people] think there’s nothing out there. They are only vaguely aware
that our people are already there, using the land for hunting and fishing and trapping, as
we have for 15,000 years...””?

Just as this wilderness mysticism has sometimes led environmentalists to oversim-
plify the wilderness reality, this same vision has caused environmental groups to some-
times ignore problems in their own backyards. While the definition of environmental-



34 ARCHIVAL ISSUES Vol. 21, No. 1, 1996

ism did expand during the 1970s and 1980s to include such issues as pollution, popu-
lation control, ozone depletion, and even nuclear disarmament, these issues reflected
primarily the concerns of white, middle and upper class environmentalists.> Largely
excluded from debate and action were the emerging environmental concerns of minori-
ties and the poor.

The first campaign for environmental civil rights occurred in 1982 when the state of
North Carolina announced plans to place a dump for PCB-contaminated soil in pre-
dominantly poor and black rural Warren County. The United Church of Christ’s
Commission for Racial Justice, under the leadership of then deputy director Rev.
Benjamin Chavis (who later served a short, controversial term as executive director
of the NAACP), and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference organized pro-
tests against the planned dump, which ended with the arrest of nearly 500 people.
While the protests failed to block the construction of the PCB facility, activists did
prevent the state from placing another landfill and incinerator in the county.*

Following up on the protests in Warren County, Representative Walter Fauntroy
(D.C.) requested that the General Accounting Office investigate the racial and socio-
economic profiles of the communities surrounding the four major hazardous waste
landfills in the South. The GAO report, released in 1983, showed that three out of the
four landfills were located in communities that were primarily black. This despite the
fact that African Americans made up only 20 percent of the region’s population.’

In a follow-up to the GAO report, the United Church of Christ’s Commission for
Racial Justice in 1987 released a landmark study entitled Toxic Waste and Race in the
United States, which examined the placement of hazardous waste facilities on a na-
tionwide basis. Among the startling findings of the report were the following: Race
proved to be the most significant variable in the location of commercial hazardous
waste facilities. Three out of the five largest commercial hazardous waste landfills in
the U.S. were located in predominantly Black or Hispanic communities. Three out of
every five African Americans and Latinos lived in communities with uncontrolled
toxic waste sites. In an attempt to summarize the report’s findings, Rev. Chavis de-
scribed the location of hazardous waste facilities as clear evidence of “environmen-
tal racism.”

Minority neighborhoods not only suffer from having a disproportionate number of
hazardous waste facilities in their communities, they also suffer from unequal en-
forcement of environmental laws. The National Law Journal did a study four years
ago which found, among other things, that “penalties against pollution law violators in
minority areas are lower than those imposed for violations in largely white areas...,
the government takes longer to address hazards in minority communities, and it ac-
cepts solutions less stringent than those recommended by the scientific community.””’
The effort to secure equal pollution prevention for all has led to the development of
the environmental justice movement. This movement is primarily composed of com-
munity-based, issue-oriented, people of color coalitions. Oftentimes the groups arise
in response to an effort to place a hazardous waste facility in a particular community.
Other times they emerge to address a community health problem.

Although most environmental justice work is occurring on a local basis, there re-
cently have been some attempts to advance the issue to the national level. In January
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of 1990, the University of Michigan sponsored a conference entitled “Race and the
Incidence of Environmental Hazards.” Twelve scholar-activists delivered papers and
participated on panels with representatives from EPA and several Michigan state agen-
cies. Many activists, however, consider the true birth of the national campaign to have
been the First National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit in Wash-
ington, D.C., in October of 1991, which drew hundreds of participants from all 50
states as well as representatives from the mainstream environmental movement.®

The “Big 10” environmental groups® are relative latecomers to the issue of environ-
mental racism. Many environmental justice activists claim this lack of action is due to
the fact that the mainstream environmental organizations are overwhelmingly white
and upper middle-class. Early in 1990, the Gulf Coast Tenant Leadership Develop-
ment Project, an African American organization based in New Orleans, and the South-
west Organizing Project, a Latino organization in Albuquerque, both sent the nation’s
major environmental groups letters accusing them of having racist hiring practices
and ignoring environmental issues of concern to minority communities. !

There is an obvious lack of diversity in the leadership of the top environmental
organizations. A 1991 article in Audubon reviewed the statistics for various environ-
mental groups. Only one of the Sierra Club’s fifteen directors, two of the National
Audubon Society’s thirty-three directors, and three of the National Wildlife
Federation’s twenty-nine directors were members of a minority group, while none of
the Wilderness Society’s directors were. In addition to a greater ethnic diversity ex-
isting in the environmental justice movement, there are also more prominent women
leaders than in the mainstream organizations. There are signs, however, that the major
environmental organizations are slowly beginning to act on the issue of environmen-
tal racism, both inside and outside the movement.!!

The need for the mainstream environmental movement to accept and embrace diver-
sity is part of a larger change that all of America’s institutions are going to go through
as this country moves towards a more multicultural society. This process of change has
been particularly challenging for the nation’s cultural institutions, such as museums,
archives, libraries, and universities, as they seek to redefine their roles in this new
environment. A 1993 article in The Chronicle of Higher Education examined the prob-
lems currently confronting museums. While the article’s sole focus was on museums,
many of the authors’ arguments and criticisms are applicable to archives as well. Ac-
cording to the authors, the essence of the crisis is that “[a]s repositories of knowledge
and forums for the expression of central values, museums have claimed to play a criti-
cal role in the transmission of culture....Increasingly, however, museums are hoist on
the petard of their own boasts. Because they profess to be central cultural institutions,
what they keep and what they display is increasingly subject to dispute.”

The authors argue that cultural institutions can no longer claim to be neutral in the
debate over cultural values. These values, which museums (and archives) help to shape,
and are in turn shaped by, are reflected in the type and nature of the artifacts they
collect, artifacts which are given the cultural blessing of being deemed “significant”
and hence worthy of preservation. Therefore, the authors conclude, if cultural institu-
tions are to avoid being deemed irrelevant, then they must begin to address a broader
constituency.?
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Archives in particular seem vulnerable to the charge of irrelevancy, since histori-
cally the common archival practice has been to collect the papers of the “great leaders”
and governing agencies. Recognition of this bias is not a recent development, how-
ever, since archivists and historians have been warning about it for over twenty years.
In a 1970 address to the Society of American Archivists, historian Howard Zinn ex-
plicitly challenged the notion that the archival profession was inherently neutral in its
work.

“The archivist...tends to be scrupulous about his neutrality, and to see his job as a
technical job, free from the nasty world of political interest: a job of collecting, sorting,
preserving, making available, the records of the society. But I will stick by what I have
said about other scholars, and argue that the archivist, in subtle ways, tends to perpetu-
ate the political and economic status quo simply by going about his ordinary
business...Our choice is not between being political or not. Our choice is to follow
the politics of the going order, that is, to do our job within the priorities and direc-
tions set by the dominant forces of society, or else to promote those human values of
peace, equality, and justice, which our present society denies.”*?

Zinn warned of the dangers to the archival profession, and society as a whole, of
these unstated biases: “What is the net effect of the kind of archival biases I have just
described? [T]o glorify important people, powerful people, military, political, and busi-
ness leaders, to keep obscure the lives of ordinary people in the society. To maintain
such archival biases requires no malfeasance on the part of archivists, only passivity,
only falling into the lines already set by the dominant trends of the profession.” He
concluded by challenging archivists to “take the trouble to compile a whole new world
of documentary material, about the lives, desires, needs, of ordinary people.”'*

Archivist Gould Colman, in a 1973 essay, echoed Zinn’s concerns about the scope
and nature of archival collecting policies. Colman claimed that the vast amount of
government records in most archives presented a grave danger of skewing the histori-
cal record, particularly with regards to cultural matters. “Cultural aspects which don’t
make records are likely to be as lost to history as is the Roanoke Island Colony. The
WPA Writers Project, which recorded the reminiscences of former slaves, should be
recognized for what it is, an aberration in documentation.” Colman fully appreciated
the difficulty of the archivist’s task because “the archivist and manuscript curator are
faced with documenting all segments of the past associated with written records in
order that they meet the needs of researchers in an open-ended future.” But he felt it
was vital for the profession to rise to the challenge.!*

In his 1974 presidential address to the Society of American Archivists, Gerald Ham
expressed his concerns about whether or not the holdings of archival repositories
accurately reflected the scope of human activity. Ham not only agreed with the warn-
ings issued by both Zinn and Colman about biased records, but was more troubled by
the lack of concern expressed by fellow archivists about the problem. Far too many
archivists, Ham warned, are comfortable in their role as custodians of documents.
Instead, he urged archivists to become proactive in their collecting and acquisitions,
particularly of those records that are most vulnerable to disappearing. “At my own
institution, for instance, the collections which deal with the major 1960’s movements
on the left—civil rights, student activism, and the anti-Vietnam War protest—probably
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would not exist today if we had not initiated contacts before many of the organizations
quietly dissolved.” In order to better capture the full complexity of society, Ham called
upon archivists to “become the research community’s Renaissance man.”*¢

Linda Henry, in a 1980 article, embraced the argument that Gerald Ham had made in
his speech and used it as the basis for her more detailed vision of how archives should
pursue a more inclusive collecting policy. Henry’s credo was “research follows the
records.” One way, Henry suggested, to redress the omission of certain groups from
the archival record is through the use of oral history. Although she acknowledged
there are disadvantages to this approach (mainly cost), one key advantage is that such
programs can introduce potential donors to the archives. Henry warned, though, that
archivists cannot merely be collectors of papers from the past, but also must collect
the present. In particular, she called for the aggressive collecting of papers from vol-
untary organizations, not only because they are highly vulnerable to being lost, but
also because they are a “means of providing information about individual as well as
collective experiences.” Although the sheer bulk of organizational records can some-
times deter archivists, “few repositories would reject on the grounds of size alone the
papers of a congresswoman, and the same volume of records of an organization could
provide more information on the experience of a greater number of women.”"’

In the summer of 1985, American Archivist published an issue that discussed the
efforts some repositories were making to establish ethnic collections. The articles
discussed various collections, and examined the different strategies used to establish
them. One article, using the term “documenting” to describe the process of assem-
bling a collection, focused on the establishment of a Mexican American collection in
Houston. The head of the project commented that much of the material they wanted to
collect turned out to already be in the repository as part of more traditional collec-
tions. “One simply had to be imaginative in the use of already accessioned materials
to realize what they had to offer relative to Houston Hispanics.”'®

The idea of “documenting” a topic and the use of “documentation strategies” was
first explicitly set forth at the 1984 SAA meeting. One of the key participants at this
meeting, Helen Samuels, later published an article discussing the theoretical aspects
and objectives of documentation strategies. Samuels’s argument for documentation
strategies, however, represents a complete break with the more activist vision of Colman
and Ham, and her article contains no references to the need to develop ethnic collec-
tions. Rather than using documentation strategies to include groups whose records
have been ignored in the past, Samuels sees the purpose of documentation strategies
as filling in the gaps in already existing collection categories. She even explicitly
states that “[d]ocumentation strategies do not foster subject collections.” For Samuels,
the paramount justification for documentation strategies is that they help archives
save money by promoting the coordination of collecting objectives with other ar-
chives, thus eliminating duplication.'

A year later Judith Endelman published an article reviewing the collection analysis
programs that had occurred at three midwestern archives. Although Endelman cites
Ham’s speech several times as a motivating factor for collection analysis, and men-
tioned that the results of the collection surveys revealed that the three repositories
(Minnesota, Wisconsin, and the Bentley Library) had weak ethnic collections, she does
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not identify this as a high priority gap to fill.>* Endelman clearly accepts Samuels’s
terminology when she writes that a documentation strategy is “a methodology to sys-
tematize collecting and ensure the documentation of an on-going issue, activity, or
geographic area” (emphasis added, note the absence of subject, group, or people). She
further adds that documentation strategies should involve multi-institutional planning 2!

In their 1987 article, Larry Hackman and Joan Warnow-Blewett set forth a more
“nuts and bolts” interpretation of how to develop and implement a documentation
strategy. Although the authors do not cite Samuels’s article in the body of the paper
(they do acknowledge it in the preface about the authors), it is clear from their defini-
tion of what constitutes a documentation strategy that this article is meant to be a
complement (in both senses of the term) to hers. Hackman’s and Warnow-Blewett’s
model does differ from Endelman when they write that “[a] documentation strategy is
a plan to assure the adequate documentation of an ongoing issue, activity, function, or
subject (emphasis added),” but they agree with her that “[t]he documentation strategy
is carried out through the mutual efforts of many institutions....” The article does not
make any reference to trying to document ethnic groups, and uses as its model the
documentation strategy developed by the American Institute of Physics.?

In comparison to the optimistic documentation strategy vision of Samuels, et al,
Frank Boles takes a more pessimistic view. Boles sees documentation strategies as
merely being one of several appraisal tools, the chief one being the institutional col-
lection policy. When these two conflict, Boles argues, the institutional collection
policy will always win out over documentation strategies, if for no other reason than
sheer institutional inertia. Boles sees little hope for profitable coordination of col-
lecting strategies among different repositories because there is no clear legal or fis-
cal incentive for archives to do so. The chief criticism that Boles has of the documen-
tation strategy model is that it assumes an abundance of archival funding, which his-
torically has never been the case. Although Boles challenges the specifics of Samuels’s
model, he does stress the importance of what he refers to as mid-level appraisal poli-
cies (his term for documentation strategies). He views them as vital because
“[o]pportunities to collect or receive documents are not permanent.... Slowly the people
involved move or die. Slowly the records are placed in other archival repositories or
are simply lost.... The archivist’s ability to return to areas of institutional interest that
have been dormant for five, ten, or twenty years in an effort to stimulate new growth is
always risky and often fruitless.”?

The Fall 1987 American Archivist was a special topical issue focusing on document-
ing New England. The articles this time were quite different from the ones published in
the special 1985 documentation issue. Whereas the previous ones had focused on real
efforts by individual institutions to develop ethnic collections, the cases presented in
the 1987 issue were instead hypothetical, multi-institutional models. Eva Moseley, the
special editor for the issue, states in the introduction that the essays in and of them-
selves are not complete documentation strategies, but instead should be viewed as the
type of preliminary background reports that would be necessary to proceed with a full
documentation strategy. The authors of the various essays explicitly accept Samuels’s
definition (perhaps not a surprise since Helen Samuels was one of the authors) of what
comprises a documentation strategy.
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The articles cover a wide variety of categories: Nancy Schrock discusses architec-
ture, James O’Toole reviews religion, Helen Samuels and Philip Alexander examine
the computer industry, Samuel McReynolds explores agriculture, and T.D. Bassett
investigates tourism. Several of the authors (Schrock, O’Toole, and Bassett) warn
about the inherent elitist bias in the materials they examined, and one article
(McReynolds) has a passing reference to the need to document the contribution of
women, but none of the articles contained any suggestions about how to broaden these
efforts to include minorities. In fact, Eva Moseley wrote in the introduction that ef-
forts to prepare documentation essays on such topics as immigrants, labor, families,
and social protest, among others, “fell by the wayside.”?*

The same year that the New England documentation issue was published, Gould
Colman published a documentation review essay in The Midwestern Archivist. Colman
reviewed the Cornell University Farm Family Decision Making Project, which he had
been instrumental in establishing. The program began in 1965, thus predating the for-
mal definition of “documentation strategies,” as well as Colman’s own 1973 call for
archivists to broaden their collecting scope. The essay has a stronger similarity to the
articles published in the 1985 special issue of American Archivist than to those pub-
lished in 1987. Unlike Samuels’ multi-institutional model, the Cornell Project was
done solely on an in-house basis. Although Colman labels the Cornell Project a docu-
mentation strategy, the design and implementation of the program does not tend to
support this claim. Rather, the Cornell Project seems to more strongly resemble a
sociological exercise than an archival one.

The high water mark of documentation strategies seems to have been reached in the
spring of 1989 with the publication of Richard Cox’s review of the western New York
documentation effort. While Cox readily admits that the “documentation strategy”
concept had achieved trendy buzz word status in the archival field, he argues that the
concept’s popularity derived from archival uneasiness over the adequacy of traditional
collecting strategies. Cox then recounts how from 1986 to 1988 he participated in an
effort to develop and test a documentation strategy for a six county region in western
New York, utilizing the documentation strategy model enunciated by Samuels, Hack-
man, and Warnow-Blewett. Unfortunately, the venture capsized and sank when it was
overwhelmed by the sheer mass of archival material available in the six county area.
Given that the project’s goal for the region appears to have been to document “life, the
universe, and everything,”? the outcome was perhaps not surprising, a critique which
Richard Cox in hindsight appears to accept.?’

Since the publication of Cox’s article in 1989, American archivists appear to have
lost interest in documentation strategies (or at least the theoretical discussion thereof).
In the winter of 1991, Terry Abraham publicly enunciated this change in archival atti-
tude when he issued a death certificate for the documentation strategies concept.
Abraham’s essay contains a detailed survey of the literature on documentation strate-
gies (to which this article owes a big debt of bibliographic gratitude), at the end of
which the author declares that documentation strategies are: a) flawed, and b) insuffi-
ciently different from normal collection development to warrant further discussion.?®

Although discussion appears to have been discontinued in the United States, the
debate has continued farther to the north in Canada. In the winter of 1991 Helen Samuels
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published an essay in Archivaria that reexamined her documentation strategy model.
She still maintains that the central goal of a documentation strategy is “to ensure the
adequate documentation of an ongoing issue or activity or geographic area,” and that it
should be multi-institutional in scope, but she also discusses a single institution equiva-
lent to the documentation strategy which she calls an “institutional functional analy-
sis.” Samuels contends that documentation strategies should not be used to create arti-
ficial collections, but rather to help document existing institutions. Although Samuels
quotes from both Ham and Zinn, she ignores their warnings about the need to diversify
the stacks. Instead she argues that “[1]ittle can be done...to anticipate future research
trends that alter the questions asked or the use of documentation.”” All it seems that
archivists can do is to quietly document and wait.*® In a follow-up essay published a
few months later, Terry Cook argues for an even less activist approach. He praises
Samuels for abandoning her previous emphasis on theme/issue collections in the docu-
mentation strategy model and for instead concentrating on records derived from the
functional purpose of the creating agency.*!

It is clear from examining the professional literature that the archival activism that
promoted the development of a documentation strategy model in the first place, has
long since been forgotten as the model has been refined. The very “passivity” that
Howard Zinn and Gerald Ham warned the archival profession about has, at the theo-
retical level, occurred. Instead of blazing new ground in developing collections fo-
cused on ethnic groups and the common people (which the idea of “documenting”
originally aimed to address), Helen Samuels’s model seems to encourage the rein-
forcement of old collecting habits. Rather than filling the huge gaps in the stacks,
documentation strategies merely paper over hairline cracks. Unfortunately, the full
potential for the documentation approach to diversify our records base has not yet
been realized.

The failure of documentation strategies to embrace diversity does not mean that
archives are not trying to diversify. In fact, there does appear to be a sharp contrast
between archival theory and practice when it comes to the issue of collecting ethnic
materials. The existence of this gap then raises the question, does archival theory in
fact mean anything? If archival theory is meaningless, and if in practice archivists are
aggressively striving to achieve ethnic diversity in the historical record, then the pro-
fession would be better off to throw archival theory out. But if in fact theory does
mean something, and actually influences future archival actions, then we must explic-
itly incorporate the goal of ethnic diversity at the theoretical level. To do otherwise
will be to continue treating ethnic diversity as an afterthought, relegated to the realm
of special collections. While it may be true that archivists cannot predict the future,
they certainly can, and must, try to anticipate future research needs at both the practi-
cal and theoretical levels. The alternative is a hands-off approach by archivists, which
runs the risk of turning archives into a modern version of Fibber McGee’s closet.

One of the chief disadvantages with documentation strategies is the scale of their
design. With the heavy emphasis placed on large, multi-institutional efforts, docu-
mentation strategies at times seem to resemble little more than archival nonaggres-
sion pacts. The fact that very few full-blown documentation strategies have been at-
tempted, much less completed, should not come as a surprise given the large-scale
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complexity and coordination involved. The recent recession hit archival institutions
particularly hard, leading to a lack of time, staff, and funding to pursue documentation
strategies. Yet this most recent fiscal crisis provides a clear incentive for archives to
rehabilitate the documentation strategy model and start trying to broaden their base of
support, for if an increasingly multicultural society begins to view archives as being
largely irrelevant, then our recent fiscal crisis will become a permanent one.

A number of institutions are making the effort to diversify their holdings. One ex-
ample is at the University of California at Santa Barbara, which in 1985 established
the California Ethnic and Multicultural Archives as part of the university’s library. The
archives collects material reflecting the efforts and activities of Latinos, Native, Asian,
and African Americans in the state of California. The university’s librarian sees this
archives as a vital addition to a research facility. “The records and personal papers that
CEMA is acquiring reflect history from the point of view of the outsider looking/
coming in. Although not ignored, that point of view is all too frequently downplayed
in scholarship. CEMA will make it more difficult for future scholars to ignore minor-
ity points of view...”* In other words, research will follow the records. An examination
of the archives’ holdings reveals a strong core of collections, with the crown jewel
being the papers of the Bay Area Black Panther Party.

Yet, while UCSB is to be commended for having established this archives to pre-
serve various ethnic collections, the fact that a prominent Bay Area collection like
the Black Panther Party (as well as the papers of other San Francisco-based, ethnic
organizations such as Galeria de la Raza and the Asian American Theater Company)
ended up being housed outside the Bay Area suggests a missed opportunity by local
archives. Archivists are going to need a little of that old-fashioned “activist” thinking
if they are to prevent the further loss of their local heritage, either to outside agencies
or altogether.®

Perhaps what is needed is not a documentation strategy but a documentation advo-
cacy: an active effort by archivists to recruit record collections from individuals and
groups who lack the institutional connections that normally result in records being
donated to archives.* The concept of documentation advocacy grows out of the reality
that, for a significant portion of the population, archives simply do not exist. Large
numbers of people are born, live, and die without ever knowing what an archives is or
does. Because archives have no effect on their lives, it never dawns on these people
that the activities they engage in, and the records they produce, are worthy of being
preserved. They do not even know that some people make a living out of preserving
the records of our past.

Part of this archival amnesia is cultural, and part of it is institutional. The cultural
root derives from the fact that, even though the historical profession has expanded the
scope of its research to include excluded groups like women and people of color, the
general public still views history as being composed of battles and politicians. The
popularity of the PBS Civil War series is a reflection of this mentality. Hence many
“ordinary” people do not view themselves as the subjects of history. Often the closest
they come to realizing their own historical legacy is to compile a family genealogy.

The institutional part of archival amnesia derives from the fact that archives are part
of an institutional elite. Oftentimes archives are affiliated with larger academic and/or
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cultural institutions which resemble a strange hybrid of medieval guilds and modern
corporations. As is characteristic of large institutions, the main contacts these entities
have is with other large establishments: the federal or state governments, other cultural
institutions, national organizations, or private corporations. The administration of cul-
tural institutions are typically composed of highly educated, well-paid people. The so-
cial and professional contacts these men and women have tends to be with similar types
of people from comparable occupations. Hence it is extremely natural that the bulk of
the collections housed in archives would come from these same types of institutions
and people, because they already are aware of the purpose which archives serve. In
these cases documentation strategies are simply playing to, and hence reinforcing, ex-
isting collection biases.

This is not to say that archivists are deliberately ignoring or excluding other groups
of people, but too often they are simply following the comfortable path of least resis-
tance. What documentation advocacy is designed to do is bridge the chasm between
archives and the general public. The first thing that archivists need to do is address the
mistrust that many people have of academic and cultural institutions. There are two
sources of this mistrust: political and social. The political mistrust comes from those
on the left who view institutions such as archives, museums, and universities with
suspicion as agents of the “repressive” establishment and those on the right who often
see the various branches of academia as hotbeds of radicalism. The social mistrust
element comes from the fact that, to those who are on the outside, academic and
cultural institutions seem like very foreign and intimidating places. The first priority
of documentation advocacy must be to eliminate this mistrust.

Fortunately archivists can take advantage of two types of linkages that typically
exist at most academic or cultural institutions (particularly universities). The first
one is that there are usually a number of faculty members who are actively involved in,
or have connections to, community movements and organizations. These people can
serve as a bridge between archivists and community leaders, and help ease the percep-
tion of “outsiders” barging in to take papers away. The second linkage is through an
institution’s foundation or fund-raising office. Frequently, organizations which give
money to cultural or academic institutions also support other groups or causes, which
are often perceived as being ignored by archives.

There are a wide variety of “community issues” and associations which documenta-
tion advocacy could be used to target for collection, among them AIDS related ef-
forts, homeless projects, neighborhood coalitions, and local cultural groups.”* The goal
of documentation advocacy is to channel collections into archives which would other-
wise be missed, and to build bridges with groups of people who exist outside the nor-
mal archival domain. One way for archivists to begin building bridges with local people
of color would be to document the efforts of the community-based, environmental
justice organizations discussed earlier in this essay. Just as this movement challenges
the mainstream environmental movement to diversify, so too it challenges archivists to
expand the scope of their efforts. An added bonus to acquiring such collections is that
they fit a variety of subject categories: local, political, and environmental, as well as
racial, and are a logical counterpart to existing corporate archives.’® What follows is
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not an attempt to provide a full blown, multi-institutional documentation strategy, but
is rather a preliminary example of documentation advocacy for the San Francisco Bay
Area.

The Bay Area has its share of environmental racism. In 1989 the organization Citi-
zens for a Better Environment released a report entitled Richmond at Risk, which docu-
mented the environmental ills in that local community. The city has more than 350
industrial facilities and 210 toxic substances are routinely released into the air or water,
or are stored in local industrial facilities as solid wastes. Over half of Richmond’s neigh-
borhoods are black and it is in these neighborhoods “where the highest concentration of
petrochemical facilities are also located.”” In response to findings such as these, nu-
merous environmental justice groups have arisen to combat problems—not just in Rich-
mond, but throughout the Bay Area. Among the groups are People United for a Better
Oakland, Environmentalists Against Racism, West (Contra Costa) County Toxic Coa-
lition, Asian-Pacific Islanders Environmental Network, Coalition for Better Parks and
Recreation in Chinatown, Three Circles, and the Coalition to Prevent Lead Poisoning
in San Francisco.

One such group is the Clean Air Alternative Coalition, which was formed in March
1993 to block the construction of the new Cypress freeway through the Phoenix and
South Phoenix communities in Oakland, where the population is 75% African Ameri-
can. Coalition president Chappell Hayes thinks the placement of the new freeway was
deliberate. “Caltrans [the California Department of Transportation] is expert at find-
ing the path of least resistance.” That “path” typically being through poor, minority
neighborhoods. “They take our land and our health, and leave us with nothing.” Hayes
cites the presence of a sewage treatment plant and Bay Area Rapid Transit (BART)
tracks in these two neighborhoods as further evidence of environmental racism. By
way of comparison, Hayes notes the careful planning that is going into the building of
the new Embarcadero freeway in San Francisco. “There’s no lack of creativity when
they’re in an affluent area. But when you come into West Oakland, they’re in a big
hurry” The coalition, in conjunction with the Church of the Living God Tabernacle,
has filed a lawsuit to block the project on the grounds that under the Civil Rights Act
of 1964, no federal money (in this instance federal highway funds) can be used in a
project if its impact would be discriminatory.>

In response to these new activist organizations, the Regional Oral History Office at
UC Berkeley is establishing a project to document the environmental justice move-
ment in the Bay Area. The following are excerpts from the program description: “The
project will utilize both professional and student interviews and will explore national
issues, with a focus on their manifestation in the San Francisco Bay Area....The project
will begin with an in-depth oral history...with Benjamin Chavis....The Chavis inter-
view will provide a model for and help to define the issues to be explored in a series of
10 to 15 oral histories with Bay Area activists who are engaged in a wide range of
environmental justice concerns. Interviewees will be chosen primarily from local
grassroots organizations from the minority communities of the Bay Area. Also in-
cluded will be 2 or 3 activists from traditional environmental groups who have made
significant contributions to issues of environmental justice. These interviews...will
be conducted by UC Berkeley students chosen primarily from the departments of con-
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servation of natural resources, sociology, ethnic studies, peace and conflict studies,
and history. [TThis project will serve a broader social and educational mission. It will
introduce college students of color to environmental issues in general and to the study
of racial and socio-economic patterns associated with environmental pollution. It will
provide students in the Department of Conservation of Natural Resources, many of
them future resource managers or soon-to-be employees of major environmental orga-
nizations, with direct experience with representatives of communities of color who are
fighting environmental racism.”

The Bancroft Library is a logical partner for this project. Collecting the papers of
the local environmental justice movements would be a clear asset for the library,
since not only would these papers help diversify the holdings of the Bancroft, but they
would also compliment the library’s large Sierra Club collection. Involvement in this
project can also serve as a means to establish a working relationship with various
local ethnic communities, which in turn might facilitate future donations of other
collections.

This effort to document the Bay Area environmental justice movement utilizes the
“proactive” approach that Gerald Ham advocated in his 1974 speech, and also incor-
porates Linda Henry’s 1980 suggestion to use oral history as an introduction for the
general public to archives. This type of project represents the essence of what docu-
mentation advocacy should be. But the more important lesson to be drawn from this
example is a recognition of how large, complex, and potentially important the envi-
ronmental justice movement appears to be. Regardless of the method used, this move-
ment needs to be captured in the historical record.

Projects such as this one represent an approach that archives can, and must, embrace
if they are to fully serve our diverse society. Archival institutions need to begin sys-
tematically collecting the papers of those groups left out of America’s historical legacy.
They also need to engage in documentation advocacy to insure that these excluded
groups will view archives as being relevant to their lives. Filling historical gaps should
be the central goal of all archival endeavors because, as Gerald Ham stated in his 1974
speech, “if we are not helping people understand the world they live in, and if this is
not what archives is all about, then I do not know what it is we are doing that is all that
important.”
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