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Chapter 15

What’s in a name? archives for Black lives in 
PhiladelPhia and the imPact of names and name 
authorities in archival descriPtion

Alexis A. Antracoli and Katy Rawdon

Introduction

Archivists, working within a profession that is 87.7% white, have his-
torically been focused on the description and naming of  mostly white, 
male records creators and subjects.1�7KLV�LV�ODUJHO\�D�UHÁHFWLRQ�RI �FRO-
lecting practices that privilege the history of  those who wield power in 
society. Describing and naming Black people and other marginalized 
groups, whether as creators or subjects of  records, has often been an 
afterthought and sometimes has been undertaken without the appro-
priate respect and consideration for the communities who created or 
are described in the records. Practically speaking, the sheer volume of 
OHJDF\�ÀQGLQJ�DLGV�GHVFULELQJ�SULPDU\�VRXUFH�FROOHFWLRQV�ZULWWHQ�RYHU�
the course of  many decades, and held in nearly every paper-based and 
HOHFWURQLF�IRUP�LPDJLQDEOH��OHDGV�WR�GLIÀFXOW�WR�DFFHVV�GHVFULSWLYH�ODQ-
guage. For this reason, remediating outdated language or pulling names 
for further analysis or authority work are rarely undertaken. Meanwhile, 

1. A*CENSUS, Society of  American Archivists, 2005, https://www2.archivists.org/
initiatives/acensus-archival-census-education-needs-survey-in-the-united-states.
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practices in archival collecting, processing, and description continue to 
generate oppressive language. 
6SHFLÀFDOO\��WKH�DELOLW\�WR�SHUIRUP�QDPH�DXWKRULW\�FRQWURO�ZLWKLQ�DUFKL-

YDO�GHVFULSWLRQ�LV�KDPSHUHG�E\�RQH�RU�PRUH�IDFWRUV��LQVXIÀFLHQW�QDPH�
information in archival collections; lack of  established names in national 
authority databases for those found within a collection; lack of  train-
ing or ability among archivists to establish name authority records; and 
the privileging of  certain creators and subjects by processing archivists 
because of  archival practice or their own personal biases. The lack of 
name description and name authority work for Black people represented 
in archival collections hampers research access, creates false silences 
by obscuring the names—and by extension, the existences—of  Black 
people, and ultimately leads to the ongoing erasure and dehumanization 
of  Black lives in our society’s cultural memory and conscience.

Archives for Black Lives in Philadelphia (A4BLiP) is a loose asso-
FLDWLRQ�RI �DERXW�ÀIW\�DUFKLYLVWV��SULPDULO\�ZKLWH�DQG�IHPDOH��IURP�WKH�
Philadelphia area, united by a concern for issues raised by the Black 
Lives Matter movement and a desire to contribute to professional 
conversations and actions related to combating racism in archives. In 
particular, A4BLiP approaches this work from the standpoint that it is 
ZKLWH�SHRSOH·V�UHVSRQVLELOLW\�WR�À[�WKH�SUREOHPV�WKDW�WKH\�KDYH�FUHDWHG��
and white archivists’ responsibility to create an inclusive, equitable, 
and non-oppressive approach to archival work. The group has recently 
undertaken a racism audit project to provide guidance to white archi-
vists on remediating harmful legacy description and creating inclusive, 
respectful, and equitable description moving forward. The authors of 
this article are two white women, both from the United States, who are 
members of  A4BLiP. We attempt here to suggest an approach to name 
description that other archivists could use in making naming practices 
more equitable and inclusive.

This chapter begins with a literature review that explores the rela-
tionship between the archives and library professions’ centering of 
whiteness and their implementation of  description practices, including 
VXEMHFW�DFFHVV��FODVVLÀFDWLRQ��DQG�QDPH�DXWKRULWLHV��,W�WKHQ�LQWURGXFHV�
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the A4BLiP group and its past and current projects, and describes the 
major challenges to implementing inclusive and ethical name descrip-
tion and name authority work in archival description. It concludes with 
preliminary proposals for implementing an anti-racist approach to name 
authorities and name access, taken from A4BLiP’s draft recommenda-
tions for anti-racist archival description.

Literature Review

Recent scholarship in both archival and library science has addressed 
the concept of  whiteness and how it has shaped the profession in ways 
that are relevant to the issue of  names in archival description. However, 
the bulk of  the literature on library work focuses on issues of  subject 
KHDGLQJV�DQG�FODVVLÀFDWLRQ��ZLWK�IHZHU�DGGUHVVLQJ�LVVXHV�RI �QDPLQJ��
while literature on archival work has all but ignored names and name 
authorities altogether.
�$SULO�+DWKFRFN�GHÀQHV�ZKLWHQHVV�DV�´WKH�VRFLR�FXOWXUDO�GLIIHUHQWLDO�

of  power and privilege that results from categories of  race and ethnic-
ity; it also stands as a marker for the privilege and power that acts to 
reinforce itself  through hegemonic cultural practice that excludes all who 
are different.”2�6FKRODUV�DQG�SURIHVVLRQDOV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG�KDYH�H[DPLQHG�WKH�
role of  whiteness in shaping all aspects of  the profession from how and 
why we acquire collections to the way we describe and provide access to 
them. Their critiques focus on the overwhelmingly white demograph-
ics of  the archival and library professions, the lack of  empathy for 
patrons who are people of  color, the invisibility of  people of  color in 
our collections, and the traditional focus on ownership and acquisition 
by primarily white institutions over collaboration and partnership with 
communities of  color. The most salient point of  these critiques is that 
libraries and archives are far from being neutral spaces; instead they 

2��$SULO�+DWKFRFN��´:KLWH�/LEUDULDQVKLS�LQ�%ODFNIDFH��'LYHUVLW\�,QLWLDWLYHV�LQ�/,6�µ�In 
the Library with the Lead Pipe, October 2015, http://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.
org/2015/lis-diversity.
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usually support and center whiteness as the default identity, thereby 
marginalizing all other communities.3

The largest body of  literature on the effect of  whiteness on meta-
GDWD�DQG�GHVFULSWLYH�ODQJXDJH�IRFXVHV�RQ�WKH�UROH�RI �FODVVLÀFDWLRQ�DQG�
subject analysis in library cataloging, and to a lesser extent in archival 
description. This exploration goes back at least to Sanford Berman’s 
early criticism of  Library of  Congress Subject Headings in 1971.4 More 
UHFHQW�HIIRUWV�WR�DPHOLRUDWH�WKH�KDUPIXO�OHJDF\�RI �SUDFWLFHV�LQÁXHQFHG�
by colonialism and whiteness are the product of  the years of  ensuing 
research and practice to uncover structural racism in description and 
cataloging. Subject headings, in particular, continue to be problematic, 
not only because changes in outdated language are slow to appear, 

3��&KULV�%RXUJ��´'HEDWLQJ�\�RXU�KXPDQLW\��RU�$UH�/LEUDULHV�1HXWUDO"µ�Feral Librar-
ian (blog), February 11, 2018, https://chrisbourg.wordpress.com/2018/02/11/
GHEDWLQJ�\�RXU�KXPDQLW\�RU�DUH�OLEUDULHV�QHXWUDO��� 0LFKHOOH� &DVZHOO�� ´7HDFKLQJ� WR�
Dismantle White Supremacy in Archives,” Library Quarterly 87, no. 3 (July 2017): 
���������GRL�� ����������������QLQD�GH� MHVXV�� ´/RFDWLQJ� WKH�/LEUDU\� LQ� ,QVWLWXWLRQDO�
Oppression,” In the Library with the Lead Pipe, September, 2014,  http://www.inthelibrary-
withtheleadpipe.org/2014/locating-the-library-in-institutional-oppression/; Anthony 
:��'XQEDU�� ´,QWURGXFLQJ� &ULWLFDO� 5DFH� 7KHRU\� WR�$UFKLYDO�'LVFRXUVH��*HWWLQJ� WKH�
Conversation Started,” Archival Science 6, no. 1 (March 2006): 109–129; Livia Iacovino, 
´5HWKLQNLQJ�$UFKLYDO��(WKLFDO�DQG�/HJDO�)UDPHZRUNV�IRU�UHFRUGV�RI �,QGLJHQRXV�$XV-
tralian Communities: A Participant Relationship Model of  Rights and Responsibilities,” 
Archival Science 10, no. 4 (December 2010): 353–372, doi: 10.1007/s10502-010-9120-
���$QQD�%��/RHZHQWKDO��´&RPSDULQJ�5HSUHVHQWDWLRQV�RI �5DFH�LQ�)LQGLQJ�$LGV�2YHU�
7LPHµ��PDVWHU·V�WKHVLV��8QLYHUVLW\�RI �1RUWK�&DUROLQD�DW�&KDSHO�+LOO��������6DÀ\D�8PRMD�
1REOH��´*RRJOH�6HDUFK��+\SHU�YLVLELOLW\�DV�D�0HDQV�RI �5HQGHULQJ�%ODFN�:RPHQ�DQG�
*LUOV�,QYLVLEOH�µ�InVisible Culture 19 (2013), http://ivc.lib.rochester.edu/google-search-
hyper-visibility-as-a-means-of-rendering-black-women-and-girls-invisible/; Nicole 
3DJRZVN\� DQG� 1LDPK� :DOODFH�� ´%ODFN� /LYHV� 0DWWHU�� 6KHGGLQJ� /LEUDU\� 1HXWUDOLW\�
Rhetoric for Social Justice,” College & Research Libraries News 76, no. 4 (2015): 196–214,  
http://crln.acrl.org/index.php/crlnews/article/view/9293/10373; Mario H. Ramirez, 
´%HLQJ�$VVXPHG�1RW� WR�%H��$�&ULWLTXH� RI �:KLWHQHVV� DV� DQ�$UFKLYDO� ,PSHUDWLYH�µ�
American Archivist 78, no. 2 (Fall/Winter 2015): 339–356. doi: 10.17723/0360-
���������������&DUULH�:DGH��́ :KLWHQHVV�DQG�WKH�0\WK�RI �1HXWUDOLW\�µ�Library Barbarian 
�EORJ���)HEUXDU\�����������.HOOHH�(��:DUUHQ��´:H�1HHG�7KHVH�%RGLHV��%XW�1RW�7KHLU�
Knowledge: Black Women in the Archival Science Professions and Their Connection 
to the Archives of  Enslaved Black Women in the French Antilles,” Library Trends 64, 
no. 4 (2016): 776–794, doi: 10.1353/lib.2016.0012.

4. Sanford Berman, Prejudices and Antipathies: A Tract on the LC Subject Heads Concerning 
People (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1971).
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but because the headings themselves appear to many as universal and 
unbiased.5

7KH�OLWHUDWXUH�RQ�ELDV�LQ�VXEMHFW�FODVVLÀFDWLRQ�JHQHUDOO\�IRFXVHV�RQ�
the experiences of  a single group or demographic, exploring the ways 
LQ�ZKLFK�GHVFULSWLYH�SUDFWLFHV�KDYH�́ RWKHUHGµ�SHRSOH�RI �FRORU�DQG�RWKHU�
marginalized groups, and pushing for librarians and archivists to be 
explicit in their framing to dispel the myth of  neutrality in the profes-
sion, make room for resources from outside the dominant culture, and 
create more inclusive description.6

5��+RSH�$��2OVRQ��´7KH�3RZHU�WR�1DPH��5HSUHVHQWDWLRQ�LQ�/LEUDU\�&DWDORJV�µ Signs 
26, no. 3 (Spring 2001): 639–668.

6��0HOLVVD�$GOHU��´&DVH�IRU�7D[RQRPLF�5HSDUDWLRQV�µ�Knowledge Organization 43, no. 
�� �����������²�����0HOLVVD�$GOHU��´&ODVVLÀFDWLRQ�$ORQJ� WKH�&RORU�/LQH��([FDYDWLQJ�
Racism in the Stacks,” Journal of  Critical Library and Information Studies 1, no. 1 (2017): 
�²����GRL�����������MFOLV�Y�L������(OYLD�$UUR\R�5DPtUH]��´,QYLVLEOH�'HIDXOWV�DQG�3HU-
FHLYHG�/LPLWDWLRQV��3URFHVVLQJ�WKH�-XDQ�*HOPDQ�)LOHV�µ On Archivy, October 30, 2016, 
2018, https://medium.com/on-archivy/invisible-defaults-and-perceived-limitations-
SURFHVVLQJ�WKH�MXDQ�JHOPDQ�ÀOHV�����IGG�������'RURWK\�%HUU\��́ /RVW�LQ�$JJUHJDWLRQ��
Towards Inclusive Metadata and Descriptive Practices in Digital Collections” (work-
ing session at DPLA Fest, Chicago, Ill., April 21, 2017); Marisa Duarte and Miranda 
%HODUGH�/HZLV��´,PDJLQLQJ��&UHDWLQJ�6SDFHV�IRU�,QGLJHQRXV�2QWRORJLHV�µ�Cataloging and 
&ODVVLÀFDWLRQ�4XDUWHUO\ 53, no. 5-6 (2015): 77–702, doi:10.1080/01639374.2015.1018396; 
Sharon Farnel, Sheila Laroque, Ian Bigelow, Denise Koufogiannakis, Anne Carr-Wig-
JLQ��'HEELH�)HLVVW��DQG�.D\OD�/DU�6RQ��́ 'HFRORQL]LQJ�'HVFULSWLRQ��&KDQJLQJ�0HWDGDWD�
in Response to the Truth and Reconciliation Commission” (presentation at Netspeed 
Library Technologies Conference, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, October 3, 2017), doi: 
10.7939/R3MS3KF68; Sharon Farnel, Sheila Laroque, Ian Bigelow, Denise Kou-
IRJLDQQDNLV�� $QQH� &DUU�:LJJLQ�� 'HEELH� )HLVVW�� DQG� .D\OD� /DU�6RQ�� ´8QVHWWOLQJ�
Our Practices: Decolonizing Description at the University of  Alberta Libraries” 
(poster at Diversity by Design Symposium in Toronto, Ontario, Canada, Sep-
WHPEHU� ���� ������� GRL�� ��������5�������0�� ,DFRYLQR�� ´5HWKLQNLQJ� $UFKLYDO��
Ethical and Legal Frameworks for Records of  Indigenous Australian Communi-
WLHVµ�� 6DQGUD�/LWWOHWUHH� DQG�&KHU\O�$��0HWR\HU�� ´.QRZOHGJH�2UJDQL]DWLRQ� IURP� DQ�
Indigenous Perspective: The Mashantucket Pequot Thesaurus of  American Indian 
Terminology Project,” &DWDORJLQJ� 	� &ODVVLÀFDWLRQ� 4XDUWHUO\ 53 (2015): 640–657; 
.DUD� /RQJ�� 6DQWL� 7KRPSVRQ�� 6DUDK� 3RWYLQ�� DQG� 0RQLFD� 5LYHUR�� ´7KH� ´:LFNHG�
Problem” of  Neutral Description: Toward a Documentation Approach to Meta-
data Standards,”� &DWDORJLQJ�	�&ODVVLÀFDWLRQ� 4XDUWHUO\ 55, no. 3 (2017): 107–128, doi: 
�������������������������������0[�$��0DWLHQ]R��´7R�+HOO�:LWK�*RRG�,QWHQWLRQV��
Linked Data, Community and the Power to Name,” Mark A. Matienzo (website), 
February 11, 2016, http://matienzo.org/2016/to-hell-with-good-intentions/; K. 
-��5DZVRQ�� $́FFHVVLQJ�7UDQVJHQGHU����'HVLULQJ�4XHHU�HU"��$UFKLYDO�/RJLFV�µ�Archi-
varia 68 (Fall 2009): 123–140, https://archivaria.ca/index.php/archivaria/article/
YLHZ�������������� .�� 5�� 5REHUWR�� ´,QÁH[LEOH� %RGLHV�� 0HWDGDWD� IRU� 7UDQVJHQGHU�
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The past decade has seen increasingly active attempts to approach 
descriptive metadata in a non-oppressive fashion and to remediate legacy 
description. Anthony Dunbar was one of  the earliest professionals 
to introduce critical race theory to the literature and to advocate for 
institutional policies that center trust and transparency and remedy past 
abuses.7 Many efforts to introduce critical race theory to library practice 
since then have followed a collaborative model. Jon Newman describes 
D�SURMHFW�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�.LQJGRP�IRFXVHG�RQ�WKH�SRVVLELOLW\�WKDW�´WKH�
single, neutral, authoritative and unattributed voice of  the archive cata-
ORJXH�PLJKW�EH�H[SDQGHG��DPSOLÀHG�DQG�LQWHUSHQHWUDWHG�ZLWK�D�UDQJH�RI�
other, attributed voices.”8 The collaborative and participatory approach 
has found success as a way to produce more inclusive description of 
Indigenous communities.9 Another approach is to create alternative 
taxonomies for classifying materials created by and about people of 
color, while the use of  an intersectional approach has proved successful 
at the University of  Texas at Austin.10

Identities,” Journal of  Information Ethics 20, no. 2 (2011): 56–64; Catelynne Sahadath, 
´&ODVVLI\LQJ� WKH� 0DUJLQV�� 8VLQJ� $OWHUQDWLYH� &ODVVLÀFDWLRQ� 6FKHPHV� WR� (PSRZHU�
Diverse and Marginalized Users,” Feliciter 59, no. 3 (2013): 15.

7��$QWKRQ\�'XQEDU��´,QWURGXFLQJ�&ULWLFDO�5DFH�7KHRU\�WR�$UFKLYDO�'LVFRXUVH��*HW-
ting the Conversation Started,” Archival Science 6, no. 1 (2006): 109–129.

8��-RQ�1HZPDQ��´5HYLVLWLQJ�$UFKLYH�&ROOHFWLRQV��'HYHORSLQJ�0RGHOV�IRU�3DUWLFLSD-
tory Cataloguing,” Journal of  the Society of  Archivists 33, no. 1 (2012): 58. 

9�� ,DFRYLQR�� ´5HWKLQNLQJ�$UFKLYDO�� (WKLFDO� DQG� /HJDO� )UDPHZRUNV� IRU�5HFRUGV� RI�
,QGLJHQRXV�$XVWUDOLDQ�&RPPXQLWLHV�µ�/LWWOHWUHH�DQG�0HWR\HU��´.QRZOHGJH�2UJDQL]D-
WLRQ�IURP�DQ�,QGLJHQRXV�3HUVSHFWLYH�µ�'XDUWH�DQG�%HODUGH�/HZLV��́ ,PDJLQLQJ��&UHDWLQJ�
6SDFHV�IRU�,QGLJHQRXV�2QWRORJLHV��´'HFRORQL]LQJ�'HVFULSWLRQV��)LQGLQJ��1DPLQJ�DQG�
Changing the Relationship between Indigenous People, Libraries and Archives,” OCLC 
ZHELQDU��1RYHPEHU����������KWWSV���ZZZ�\RXWXEH�FRP�ZDWFK"Y Z�+*G:[�:<���
)DUQHO��/DURTXH��%LJHORZ��.RXIRJLDQQDNLV��&DUU�:LJJLQ��)HLVVW��DQG�/DU�6RQ��´'HFRO-
onizing Description”; Farnel, Laroque, Bigelow, Koufogiannakis, Carr-Wiggin, Feisst, 
DQG�/DU�6RQ��´8QVHWWOLQJ�2XU�3UDFWLFHV�µ��5DHJDQ�6ZDQVRQ�� $́GDSWLQJ�WKH�%ULDQ�'HHU�
&ODVVLÀFDWLRQ� 6\VWHP� IRU� $DQLVFKDDXNDPLNZ� &UHH� &XOWXUDO� ,QVWLWXWH�µ�Cataloging & 
&ODVVLÀFDWLRQ�4XDUWHUO\ 53, no. 5–6: Indigenous Knowledge Organization (2015): 568–579, doi: 
10.1080/01639374.2015.009669

10��0ROO\�2·+DJDQ�+DUG\��́ 7KH�3UDFWLFH�RI �(YHU\GD\�&DWDORJLQJ��¶%ODFNV�DV�$XWKRUV·�
and the Early American Bibliographic Record,” Past is Present (American Antiquar-
ian Society blog), June 29, 2017, http://pastispresent.org/2017/good-sources/
the-practice-of-everyday-cataloging-black-bibliography-and-the-early-american-bibli-
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:KLOH�WKH�LVVXHV�RI �FODVVLÀFDWLRQ�V\VWHPV�DQG�VXEMHFW�DQDO\VLV�GRPL-
nate most of  the literature on how whiteness has shaped descriptive 
metadata in archives and libraries, the problem of  naming in particular 
has also been explored. This body of  literature, while smaller and more 
recent, has prompted LIS professionals to begin examining how name 
DXWKRULWLHV�FDQ�DOVR�FHQWHU�ZKLWHQHVV�DQG�´RWKHUL]Hµ�YDULRXV�PDUJLQDO-
ized communities. Heather Lea Moulaison describes a study examining 
a group of  authority records to see which records contain the expanded 
attributes allowed and/or required under Resource Description & Access 
(RDA) rules—additional information such as gender, occupation, asso-
ciated place, and language. She found that in fact few records made use 
of  the RDA attributes, and those that did include expanded identity 
GHVFULSWLRQ�WHQGHG�WR�EH�UHFRUGV�IRU�́ (QJOLVK�VSHDNHUV��PDOHV��DQG�WKRVH�
associated with universities in some way.”11 Frank Exner, Little Bear 
examines North American Indian names, which often follow multiple 
naming conventions and often do not follow the Western naming format 
conventions most used in the Library of  Congress Name Authority 
File (LCNAF); he notes that ´1RUWK�$PHULFDQ�,QGLDQ�SHUVRQDO�QDPHV�
require special attention in authority control and cataloging because 
they do not necessarily follow rules developed for European names.”12

As in general librarianship, archival work has traditionally viewed 
itself  as ideally neutral and unbiased. Recent professional discussion 
has, however, thoroughly questioned the neutrality of  archives and 

RJUDSKLF�UHFRUG���$/&76�0HWDGDWD�,QWHUHVW�*URXS��´'LYHUVH�DQG�,QFOXVLYH�0HWDGDWD��
Developing Cultural Competencies in Descriptive Practices” (presentation at the 
American Library Association Annual Conference, Orlando, Florida, June 2016), 
.ULVWHQ�+RJDQ��´·%UHDNLQJ�6HFUHWV·�LQ�WKH�&DWDORJ��3URSRVLQJ�WKH�%ODFN�4XHHU�6WXGLHV�
Collection at the University of  Texas at Austin,” Progressive Librarian 34 (Fall 2010): 
��²����KWWS���ZZZ�SURJUHVVLYHOLEUDULDQVJXLOG�RUJ�3/�3/��B���SGI�$GOHU��´&DVH�IRU�
7D[RQRPLF�5HSDUDWLRQV�µ������+RJDQ��´·%UHDNLQJ�6HFUHWV·�LQ�WKH�&DWDORJ�µ

11��+HDWKHU�/HD�0RXODLVRQ�� $́XWKRUV�DQG�$XWKRULWLHV�LQ�3RVW�5'$�/LEUDU\�6\VWHPV��
A Case Study,” (paper presented at IFLA WLIC 2014, Lyon, France, August 16–22, 
2014), http://codabox.org/147/2/086-moulaison-en.pdf.

12��)UDQN�([QHU��/LWWOH�%HDU��´1RUWK�$PHULFDQ�,QGLDQ�3HUVRQDO�1DPHV�LQ�1DWLRQDO�
Bibliographies,” in Radical Cataloging: Essays at the Front, ed. K. R. Roberto (Jefferson, 
N.C.: McFarland, April 2008), 150 -164.
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archivists. The works of  Terry Cook, Wendy Duff  and Verne Harris, 
Bergis Jules, Stacie Williams, Sam Winn, and Jennifer Douglas, among 
many others, have explored the ways in which records creation, acqui-
sition, appraisal, and description are anything but neutral. Tradition is 
GLIÀFXOW�WR�RYHUFRPH��KRZHYHU��DQG�WKH�LGHDOV�RI �WKH�XQFKDQJHG�DUFKLYDO�
FROOHFWLRQ�OHIW�LQ�LWV�RULJLQDO�RUGHU��REMHFWLYHO\�UHÁHFWLQJ�WKH�UHFRUGNHHSLQJ�
practices of  the creator, as well as the myth of  the objective archivist 
whose work simply exposes records without impacting them, pervade 
much of  archival work.

Sam Winn asserts the impossibility of  neutrality in archival work, as 
archivists are unable—as all people are—to escape the societal biases 
in which they are steeped. The danger, she says, is when we leave these 
biases unexamined, and unquestioningly accept the hegemonic default.13 
Sharon Larade and Johanne Pelletier raised the issue of  the conscious 
use of  language in archival description, exploring archivists’ reluctance 
to change their practices, including linguistic practices—again, leaning 
heavily on the specter of  neutrality—while recognizing the importance 
of  non-exclusionary language.14

Bergis Jules explicitly links the whiteness of  archival work to physi-
FDO�YLROHQFH�DJDLQVW�%ODFN�SHRSOH��´7KH�ZRUN�ZH�GR�DV�DUFKLYLVWV��DV�
librarians, as digital preservationists, have [sic] real consequences for 
marginalized people because who is remembered and how they’re 
remembered dictates who gets violence perpetrated against them. Black 
bodies are either erased from the historical record or distorted in the 
historical record before we’re shot in the street like Rekia Boyd and 
Trayvon Martin. That’s partly what makes it ok to a large segment of 
the American public. That erasure from records, cultural spaces, and 
PDVV�PHGLD�DUH�SDUWO\�ZKDW�DOORZ�SHRSOH�WR�DFFHSW�DEVXUG�MXVWLÀFDWLRQV�

13��6DP�:LQQ��´7KH�+XEULV�RI �1HXWUDOLW\�LQ�$UFKLYHV�µ�On Archivy, April 24, 2017, 
https://medium.com/on-archivy/the-hubris-of-neutrality-in-archives-8df6b523fe9f.

14�� 6KDURQ�3��/DUDGH� DQG� -RKDQQH�0��3HOOHWLHU�� ´0HGLDWLQJ� LQ� D�1HXWUDO�(QYLURQ-
PHQW�� *HQGHU�,QFOXVLYH� RU� 1HXWUDO� /DQJXDJH� LQ� $UFKLYDO� 'HVFULSWLRQV�µ Archivaria 
35 (Spring 1993): 99–109, https://archivaria.ca/index.php/archivaria/article/view 
/11889/12842.
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for killing us.”15 Erasing or distorting the histories of  Black people from 
the archival record, whether through collecting practices or descrip-
tive practices, reinforces the dehumanization that leads to widespread 
anti-Black violence such as police killings, mass incarceration, and gen-
WULÀFDWLRQ³HDFK�RI �ZKLFK��LQ�WXUQ��KDYH�EHHQ�WKH�VXEMHFW�RI �DQDO\VLV�
of  their effects on Black people and the preservation of  their histories.16

(PLO\�'UDELQVNL��ZKLOH�ZULWLQJ�IURP�D�OLEUDULDQ·V�SHUVSHFWLYH��LGHQWLÀHV�
an issue closely related to archival practice. She notes the problematic 
QDWXUH�RI �KLHUDUFKLFDO�FODVVLÀFDWLRQ��VWDWLQJ�WKDW�KLHUDUFKLHV�SULYLOHJH�D�
single aspect of  a subject, while making that privilege appear logical and 
neutral.17 The same critique applies to archival description, as it is very 
intentionally hierarchical in nature, privileging the exposure of  creators 
and collectors—those at the top of  the hierarchical provenancial heap—
over creators and subjects who fall for various reasons further down on 
the hierarchy. This is directly related to a core principle of  archival work, 
WKDW�RI �SURYHQDQFH��GHVFULEHG�LQ�WKH�6$$�*ORVVDU\�DV�´D�IXQGDPHQWDO�
principle of  archives, referring to the individual, family, or organiza-
tion that created or received the items in a collection. The principle 
of  provenance or the respect des fonds dictates that records of  different 

15��%HUJLV�-XOHV��́ &RQIURQWLQJ�2XU�)DLOXUH�RI �&DUH�$URXQG�WKH�/HJDFLHV�RI �0DUJLQDO-
ized People in the Archives,” On Archivy, November 11, 2016, https://medium.com/
on-archivy/confronting-our-failure-of-care-around-the-legacies-of-marginalized-peo-
ple-in-the-archives-dc4180397280.

16�� :DOLGDK� ,PDULVKD�� ´.H\QRWH� $GGUHVV�µ� /LEHUDWHG� $UFKLYH� )RUXP�� 6RFLHW\� RI�
American Archivists Annual Meeting, Portland, OR, August 22, 2017, http://www.
walidah.com/blog/2017/8/22/transcript-of-walidahs-liberated-archives-keynote; 
7HUHVVD�5DLIRUG��´�$UFKLYHVIRU%ODFN/LYHV��$UFKLYLVWV�5HVSRQG�WR�%ODFN�/LYHV�0DWWHUµ�
panel, Liberated Archive Forum, Society of  American Archivists Annual Meeting, 
3RUWODQG��25��$XJXVW�����������6RFLHW\�RI �$PHULFDQ�$UFKLYLVWV��´,VVXH�%ULHI��3ROLFH�
Mobile Camera Footage as a Public Record, November 2017, https://www2.archi-
vists.org/statements/issue-brief-police-mobile-camera-footage-as-a-public-record; 
-DUUHWW�'UDNH�DQG�6WDFLH�:LOOLDPV��´3RZHU� WR� WKH�3HRSOH��'RFXPHQWLQJ�3ROLFH�9LR-
lence in Cleveland,” Journal of  Critical Library and Information Studies 1, no. 2 (2017): 
������ -DUUHWW�0��'UDNH��´,QVXUJHQW�&LWL]HQV��7KH�0DQXIDFWXUH�RI �3ROLFH�5HFRUGV� LQ�
Post-Katrina New Orleans and Its Implications for Human Rights,” Archival Science 14, 
no. 3-4 (October 2014): 365-380.

17��(PLO\�'UDELQVNL��´7HDFKLQJ�WKH�5DGLFDO�&DWDORJ�µ�LQ�Radical Cataloging: Essays at 
the Front, ed. K. R. Roberto (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, April 2008), 198–205, http://
www.emilydrabinski.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/drabinski_radcat.pdf.



Et h i c a l Qu E s t i o n s  i n  na m E au t h o r i t y co n t ro l316

origins (provenance) be kept separate to preserve their context.”18 The 
provenance and context of  records supplies much of  their meaning, 
however, the concept of  records-source-as-creator—who gets to be 
a collection creator/collector/main entry—determines whose names 
are deemed most important. Jarrett M. Drake questions the principle 
of  provenance as a relic of  colonialism and as a principle, asserting that 
WKH�´SDWULDUFKDO�RULJLQV�RI �SURYHQDQFHµ�HPEHG�WKHPVHOYHV�LQHYLWDEO\�
in archival description through the emphasis on the collection creator. 
Because of  the legacy of  colonialism inherent in the issues of  who is able 
to generate, control, and transfer archival collections to archival reposi-
WRULHV��WKH�FUHDWRUV�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�EH�́ ZHDOWK\��ZKLWH��FLVJHQGHUHG�DQG�
heterosexual men.” The resulting provenance-based description serves 
´WR�YDORUL]H�DQG�YHQHUDWH�ZKLWH�ZHVWHUQ�PDVFXOLQLW\�µ19 

The archives community is beginning to think beyond the traditional 
concept of  provenance. The International Council on Archives’ new 
Records in Contexts Conceptual Model (RiC-CM), may eventually prove 
useful in bridging the divide between traditional provenance-based meth-
ods of  understanding context and new, more expansive ideas. RiC-CM is 
designed to take advantage of  the semantic web and allow archivists to 
move from multilevel to multidimensional description. The model notes 
´:KLOH�DOPRVW�DOO�DUFKLYLVWV�DFFHSW�WKH�WKHRUHWLFDO�YDOLGLW\�RI �3URYHQDQFH��
many have become increasingly self-conscious and self-critical about the 
role that archivists and the application of  archival principles play in what 
is remembered and how it is remembered.”20 RiC-CM provides a way to 
honor both the traditional application of  provenance, while also using 
new communication technologies to accommodate new understandings 

18�� ´3URYHQDQFH�µ� 6$$�*ORVVDU\�� KWWSV���ZZZ��DUFKLYLVWV�RUJ�JORVVDU\�WHUPV�S�
provenance.

19�� -DUUHWW� 0�� 'UDNH�� ´5DG7HFK� 0HHWV� 5DG$UFK�� 7RZDUGV� D� 1HZ� 3ULQFLSOH� IRU�
Archives and Archival Description,” On Archivy, April 6, 2016, https://medium.com/
on-archivy/radtech-meets-radarch-towards-a-new-principle-for-archives-and-archi-
YDO�GHVFULSWLRQ����I���H�������Z�D��HJL�

20. International Council on Archives, Records in Contexts, September 2016, p. 6.
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of  archival context that represent the many contexts in which records 
are created and exist.

Little has been written about names in archival description, and even 
less on name authorities and archives. Describing Archives: A Content Stan-
dard (DACS), the primary descriptive standard used by archivists in the 
United States, contains a section on archival authority records. Here the 
LPSRUWDQFH�RI �QDPHV�WR�DUFKLYDO�GHVFULSWLRQ�LV�FOHDUO\�VWDWHG��́ 7KH�VWUXF-
ture and content of  archival materials cannot be completely understood 
without some knowledge of  the context in which they were created.” 
Without knowing who created or otherwise contributed to a collection 
of  archival materials, the records lose meaning.21

$GGLWLRQDOO\��D�VLPSOH�DXWKRUL]HG�IRUP�RI �QDPH�LV�QRW�VXIÀFLHQW�IRU�
archival description. DACS requires not only a name, but biographical 
or historical information to provide context to the persons, individu-
als, or families themselves. DACS also emphasizes the usefulness of 
authority records systems as co-equal with collection descriptions. The 
standard notes that the model provided by the International Council 
RQ�$UFKLYHV·�*HQHUDO�,QWHUQDWLRQDO�6WDQGDUG�IRU�$UFKLYDO�'HVFULSWLRQ�
�,6$'�*���LV�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI �VWDQGDUGL]HG�DXWKRULW\�UHFRUGV�PDLQWDLQHG�
separately and embedded within archival description, rather than simply 
incorporating names as text strings into description. DACS declares 
that elements common to bibliographic authority records and archival 
authority records include a standardized access point, related or variant 
names, and information about the establishment and maintenance of  the 
record. But DACS states that archival authority records must also include 
additional context and relationship information. Of  course, with the 
implementation of  RDA for the LCNAF and the increasing inclusion 
of  name authorities from archival materials within the LCNAF, archival 
and bibliographic authorities are perhaps not so far apart.
2QH�VSHFLÀF�DUHD�RI �QDPLQJ�LQ�DUFKLYDO�GHVFULSWLRQ�WKDW�KDV�UHFHLYHG�

attention is the issue of  documenting names of  enslaved people. In 1972, 

21. Describing Archives: A Content Standard (DACS), 2nd ed.  (Chicago: Society of 
American Archivists, 2013), 87.
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&DUROH�0HUULWW�LQWHUURJDWHG�WKH�GDPDJLQJ�LGHD�WKDW�´WKH�%ODFN�SDVW�LV�
unknowable.” In her discussion of  researching the history of  enslaved 
people, she describes the types of  records—census records, property 
and estate records, tax and court records—through which the lives of 
enslaved persons can be studied. She notes the issue of  surnames of 
enslaved people, in that they often changed over time, and frequently 
(although not always) were the name of  a current or former slave owner.22 
'DYLG�(��3DWHUVRQ�SURSRVHV�D�V\VWHP�WR�LQFOXGH�VODYHV·�QDPHV�LQ�ÀQG-
LQJ�DLGV�LQ�WKH�IRUPDW��´>VODYHKROGHU�ODVW�QDPH��VODYHKROGHU�ÀUVW�QDPH@�
VODYH·V�ÀUVW�QDPH�ODVW�QDPHµ��L�H��´>:DOWHU��$OOHQ�0�@�*LQQ\�6WDPSHU�µ�
regardless of  whether the enslaved person used the slaveholder’s name 
LQ�OLIH��$Q�H[FHSWLRQ�ZRXOG�EH�DOORZHG�IRU�´ZHOO�NQRZQµ�VODYHV�ZKRVH�
full names are well-documented.23 This proposed solution dramatically 
DQG�XQIRUWXQDWHO\�UHÁHFWV�WKH�WHQVLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�DUFKLYLVW·V�GHVLUH�WR�
provide access to under-documented people within historical records 
ZLWK�WKH�YLROHQFH�RI �LQÁLFWLQJ�WKH�ZKLWH�VODYHKROGHU·V�LGHQWLW\�RQWR�DQ�
HQVODYHG�SHUVRQ��,W�LV�WKLV�W\SH�RI �́ VROXWLRQµ�WKH�DXWKRUV�RI �WKLV�FKDSWHU�
wish to avoid, instead seeking respectful and non-racist alternatives.

Archives for Black Lives in Philadelphia (A4BLiP)

Archives for Black Lives in Philadelphia (A4BLiP) was organized in 
August 2016. The group drew inspiration from the social justice work 
RI �PDQ\�LQGLYLGXDOV�LQ�WKH�ÀHOG��LQFOXGLQJ�EXW�QRW�OLPLWHG�WR�0LFKHOOH�
Caswell, Stacie Williams, Bergis Jules, April Hathcock, Mario Ramirez, 
Samantha Winn, and Eira Tansey, but the main call to action came from 
Jarrett Drake’s talk at the June 2016 ALA Annual Conference. He called 
on archivists to confront their own complicity in upholding structural 
inequalities and to build trust with communities being documented based 

22�� &DUROH� 0HUULWW�� ´6ODYH� )DPLO\� 5HFRUGV�� $Q� $EXQGDQFH� RI � 0DWHULDO�µ� Geor-
gia Archive 6, no. 1 (Spring 1978): 16–21, https://digitalcommons.kennesaw.edu/
georgia_archive/vol6/iss1/12.

23��'DYLG�(��3DWHUVRQ��́ $�3HUVSHFWLYH�RQ�,QGH[LQJ�6ODYHV·�1DPHV�µ�American Archivist 
64 (Spring/Summer 2001): 132–142, doi: 10.17723/aarc.64.1.th18g8t6282h4283.
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on principles of  allyship.24 A4BLiP’s name was derived from one of  the 
KDVKWDJV�'UDNH�KDG�FUHDWHG�HDUOLHU�LQ�WKH�\HDU���$UFKLYHV)RU%ODFN/LYHV�

 More than a dozen archivists attended the initial A4BLiP meeting. As 
RI �)HEUXDU\�������WKHUH�DUH�ÀIW\�ÀYH�PHPEHUV��0HPEHUV�DUH�SULPDULO\�
ZKLWH�ZRPHQ��ZKLFK�UHÁHFWV�WKH�GHPRJUDSKLFV�RI �WKH�DUFKLYDO�SURIHV-
sion, as well as A4BLiP’s belief  that white archivists should actively 
do the work to create a more inclusive profession. Most members are 
employed at academic institutions rather than smaller cultural institutions 
or community archives.25 The group began work by collaboratively creat-
LQJ�D�GUDIW�RI �DQ�RIÀFLDO�SRVLWLRQ�VWDWHPHQW��YLD�HGLWLQJ�DQG�FRPPHQWV�
ZLWKLQ�D�*RRJOH�'RF�DQG�IHHGEDFN�SURYLGHG�YLD�HPDLO��
2Q�-DQXDU\����������WKH�ÀQDOL]HG�VWDWHPHQW�ZDV�UHOHDVHG�RQ�*LW+XE�26 

A4BLiP contacted formal and informal archivist groups to announce 
this initial document. The Concerned Archivists Alliance promoted the 
statement via social media, and in May, A4BLiP presented to Philadelphia 
Area Consortium of  Special Collections Libraries (PACSCL). A4BLiP 
requested that one local Philadelphia area organization, the Delaware 
9DOOH\�$UFKLYLVWV�*URXS��'9$*���IRUPDOO\�HQGRUVH�WKH�VWDWHPHQW��EXW�
they declined to do so. They did link to the statement from their web-
VLWH��ZLWK�D�SUHIDFH�H[SODLQLQJ�� $́�%/L3�LV�QRW�DIÀOLDWHG�ZLWK�'9$*��
although we do encourage our members to read their statement and 
FRQVLGHU�WKH�LVVXHV�LW�UDLVHV�µ�/DWHU��ERWK�'9$*�DQG�3$&6&/�DJUHHG�WR�
fund refreshments for A4BLiP processing events. Although the overall 
reaction to the statement and to A4BLiP in general was positive, some 

24�� -DUUHWW� 0�� 'UDNH�� ´([SDQGLQJ� �$UFKLYHV)RU%ODFN/LYHV� WR� 7UDGLWLRQDO� $UFKL-
val Repositories,” On Archivy, June 27, 2016, https://medium.com/on-archivy/
expanding-archivesforblacklives-to-traditional-archival-repositories-b88641e2daf6.

25. Rather than being a structured professional organization, A4BLiP is intention-
DOO\�D�ORRVH�DIÀOLDWLRQ�RI �LQGLYLGXDOV�ZKR�GR�PRVW�RI �WKHLU�ZRUN�UHPRWHO\��'HSHQGLQJ�
on inclination and availability, an archivist’s involvement at any given time may wax 
or wane. The group’s email list serves as a way to discuss issues of  interest, including 
the race for Philadelphia District Attorney; conference and interest group announce-
ments; discussions and formal talks about police body cameras, algorithm bias, and 
SUHGLFWLYH�SROLFLQJ��DQG�D�PHPEHU·V�DQQRXQFHPHQW�RI �KHU�DGGLWLRQ�RI �WKH�´%ODFN�OLYHV�
matter movement” heading to the Subject Authority Cooperative Program (SACO).

26��5DSSHO����$�%/L3�UHSRVLWRU\��*LW+XE��KWWSV���JLWKXE�FRP�UDSSHO����$�%/L3�
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archivists were unsympathetic, disparaging the group’s aims or objecting 
to archivists involving themselves in politics as archivists. An early draft 
of  the statement allowed for anonymous commenting, and reactions 
included rejection of  white archivists’ role in enforcing white supremacy 
�DQG�QHJDWLYH�FRPPHQWV�RQ�WKH�XVH�RI �WKH�WHUP�´ZKLWH�VXSUHPDF\µ�
in general), expressions of  negativity toward the Black Lives Matter 
movement, and concern that the statement weakened archivists’ role 
DV�´REMHFWLYHµ�DFWRUV�RQ�DUFKLYDO�FROOHFWLRQV�

A session about A4BLiP was part of  the programming for the Liber-
ated Archives Forum at the July 2017 Society of  American Archivists 
FRQIHUHQFH�LQ�3RUWODQG��7KH�´�$UFKLYHV)RU%ODFN/LYHV��$UFKLYLVWV�
Respond to Black Lives Matter” session provided an opportunity to 
discuss not just the statement but also the process by which it was cre-
ated. In keeping with the theme of  the Forum, Terry Baxter facilitated 
the pairing of  three A4BLiP archivists with a community member: Ter-
HVVD�5DLIRUG��D�SURPLQHQW�YRLFH�IRU��%ODFN/LYHV0DWWHU�DQG�IRXQGHU�RI�
Don’t Shoot Portland, who spoke after the A4BLiP co-presenters. Later 
in the day, she delivered a powerful closing statement on the importance 
of  community memory, access, and control of  archives.27

In August 2017, A4BLiP began discussing future goals. A poll of 
members indicated interest in two projects: partnering with commu-
nity archives and conducting racism audits in repository catalogs and 
ÀQGLQJ�DLGV��$�%/L3�FUHDWHG�WZR�ZRUNLQJ�JURXSV�WR�IRFXV�RQ�WKHVH�
DUHDV��7KH�FRPPXQLW\�DUFKLYHV�JURXS·V�ÀUVW�SURMHFW�LQYROYHG�PDWHULDO�
collected by Rasheeda Phillips, an attorney, activist, and co-founder of 
WKH�PXOWLGLVFLSOLQDU\�%ODFN�4XDQWXP�)XWXULVP�&ROOHFWLYH��+HU�FROOHFWHG�
material includes records of  the Brewerytown Sharswood Community 
Civic Association (BSCCA), a one-month Community Futures Lab 
residency, and a zine library. 28 Phillips planned to donate the material to 

27. An audio recording of  the presentation, closing remarks, and the majority of  con-
ference sessions are available from SAA. https://www.pathlms.com/saa/events/941.

28��´&RPPXQLW\�)XWXULVPV��7LPH�	�0HPRU\�LQ�1RUWK�3KLOO\³&RPPXQLW\�)XWXUHV�
Lab,” Black Quantum Futurism (website), https://www.blackquantumfuturism.com/
community-futurisms.
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the BSCCA in the hopes that it would serve as the kernel for an acces-
sible community archives. In mid-December, four A4BLiP members 
visited the home of  Rasheedah Phillips to survey the collection. They 
established that the collection could be collectively processed in a short 
DPRXQW�RI �WLPH��$�́ 3URFHVVLQJ�)ODVK�0REµ�ZDV�VFKHGXOHG�IRU�0DUFK�����
������DW�WKH�:LOOLDP�:D\�/*%7�&RPPXQLW\�&HQWHU��ZKHUH�YROXQWHHUV�
EHJDQ�SURFHVVLQJ�DQG�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI �D�ÀQGLQJ�DLG��,Q�WKH�IDOO�RI �������
the racism audit group began work, which is described further below.

Names, Name Authorities, and Names of  Black People in 

Archival Description

Working with names is a challenging aspect of  archival description. 
The sheer number of  names appearing in any given collection means 
that not every name can be included in higher-level description such as 
a biographical note, nor can they be made more prominent as a con-
trolled access heading. Even knowing the names of  those documented 
LQ�DUFKLYDO�FROOHFWLRQV�LV�IUHTXHQWO\�GLIÀFXOW��DV�QDPH�IRUPV�DUH�RIWHQ�
partial, or undifferentiated, or must be transcribed as written. In addition 
WR�WKH�SUDFWLFDO�GLIÀFXOWLHV�RI �LGHQWLI\LQJ�QDPHV�LQ�DUFKLYDO�FROOHFWLRQV��
name authority work is hampered by a number of  factors: the history 
of  privileging published authors and subjects in name authority systems 
such as the LCNAF; barriers to archivists contributing to those systems; 
DQG�LVVXHV�RI �ZKR�LV�DQG�ZKR�LV�QRW�FRQVLGHUHG�´LPSRUWDQWµ�WR�QDPH�
ZLWKLQ�FROOHFWLRQ�GHVFULSWLRQ��D�IDFWRU�RIWHQ�LQÁXHQFHG�E\�WKH�DUFKLYDO�
principle of  provenance.

The absence from name authority systems of  the names of  Black 
people represented in archival collections is a barrier to important 
research about the historical lives of  Black people.29 More diverse and 

29. For one example, see April Armstrong’s blog post on Princeton University’s Afri-
FDQ�$PHULFDQ�DOXPQL�LQ�WKH���WK�FHQWXU\��$SULO�&��$UPVWURQJ��´:KDW�$UFKLYDO�6LOHQFH�
Conceals—and Reveals. Recovering Princeton University’s 19th-Century African 
$PHULFDQ�*UDGXDWH�$OXPQL�µ�Mudd Manuscript Library Blog, February 7, 2018, https://
blogs.princeton.edu/mudd/2018/02/what-archival-silence-conceals-and-reveals-
recovering-princeton-universitys-19th-century-african-american-graduate-alumni. 
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appropriate subject headings will do much to increase research access 
to a more accurate historical narrative, but individually naming people 
of  color is also necessary to provide adequate access to records of  mar-
ginalized communities. Those who are individually named are deemed 
important, and those whose names are established and controlled in 
authority systems such as SNAC30 and the LCNAF are exponentially 
more visible and more easily researched than those who are not. Par-
ticularly in a discovery environment transitioning toward linked data, 
where an established name heading will connect to resources, entities, 
and relationships, those established headings vastly amplify the voices 
and stories of  those whose names have been selected for inclusion. The 
lack of  representation of  Black people in name description and name 
authority systems skews the historical record toward white culture and 
people, effectively creating false silences. This silence and the privileging 
of  certain names over others serves to reinforce the ongoing cultural 
erasure of  Black lives, which in turn, as Bergis Jules states, enables the 
ongoing dehumanization of  and violence against Black people.31

Armstrong explores how archives and archival description hid the existence of  African 
American graduate students at Princeton during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 
 She describes how, even though these students were listed in some University publica-
WLRQV�DV�ZHOO�DV�WKH�%RDUG�RI �7UXVWHHV�PLQXWHV��WKH\�ZHUH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�ÀQG��1DYLJDWLQJ�
the University’s records required laborious searches of  outside sources which fre-
quently did not mention individuals’ names. Thus, while many of  these men are not 
completely lost to time, the archival record and the way it is described means that 
UHFRYHULQJ�WKHLU�KLVWRULHV�LV�GLIÀFXOW�DQG�UHTXLUHV�H[WHQVLYH�UHVHDUFK�

30. The archival community has begun to explore the creation of  name authority 
records via the Encoded Archival Context-Corporate bodies, Persons, and Families 
(EAC-CPF) standard and the Social Networks and Archival Contexts (SNAC) project. 
EAC-CPF is an international standard for encoding information about the creators of 
records. The SNAC project is a joint effort by the United States National Archives and 
Records Administration, the University of  Virginia, and the California Digital Library 
to develop a cooperative program for maintaining information about the people, orga-
nizations, and families documented by records. Similar to the Library of  Congress’s 
NACO program, it is designed as a cooperative cataloging program that archivists at 
various institutions can contribute to after receiving training. Once records are added 
to the SNAC web portal, collections related to the individual, family, or organization 
are connected through the EAC-CPF records on the site. 

31��%HUJLV�-XOHV��́ &RQIURQWLQJ�2XU�)DLOXUH�RI �&DUH�$URXQG�WKH�/HJDFLHV�RI �0DUJLQDO-
ized People in the Archives.”
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As described in the literature review above, librarians and archivists 
have been grappling with the issues of  whiteness and neutrality (or 
lack thereof) in the profession. Whiteness—the socially constructed 
normalization and privileging of  white culture—not only permeates 
all efforts to catalog and describe archival and library materials, but by 
LWV�QDWXUH�PDNHV�ELDVHV�LQ�WKDW�GHVFULSWLRQ�GLIÀFXOW�WR�VHH��7KH�LQYLV-
ible imposition of  whiteness on our work represents all identities not 
GHVFULEHG�DERYH�DV�́ RWKHU�µ�VHWWLQJ�WKHP�DSDUW�DQG��IUHTXHQWO\��UHQGHULQJ�
them invisible. Archivists have long claimed the ability to be neutral, as 
D�PHDQV�WR�REMHFWLYHO\�SURYLGH�DFFHVV�WR�FROOHFWLRQV�ZLWKRXW�LQÁXHQFLQJ�
them or skewing their interpretation. However, the very foundations 
of  libraries and archives are based on a society steeped in whiteness, as 
are the librarians and archivists employed within. While much of  the 
examination of  whiteness and the biases in library and archives work 
within the professional literature has focused on collecting biases, clas-
VLÀFDWLRQ��DQG�VXEMHFW�DQDO\VLV��WKHUH�LV�URRP�WR�H[DPLQH�VSHFLÀFDOO\�WKH�
role of  name description and name authorities within archival work. 
Names are important. Those who are named are empowered, and those 
who remain nameless are at best marginalized, and at worst erased. The 
exclusion of  people’s names from descriptions of  historical records is 
not merely a barrier to scholarly research. Rather, it is both a symptom 
and cause of  the violence of  whiteness in our society.

There are several issues at work within archival description and name 
authority work that serve to privilege the naming of  the white creators, 
collectors, and subjects over the naming of  Black people represented 
in archival collections. One is the privileging of  published authors and 
subjects of  published works in the LCNAF. The history of  who is 
published—as author or as subject—is, unsurprisingly, largely white 
and male. The historical emphasis on published works and their associ-
ated names privileges the types of  people who have tended to publish 
works or have works published about them—white, male, wealthy and/
or educated. People less likely to appear in published works, even if 
they frequently appear in unpublished primary source materials such as 
archival collections, are less likely to be included in the LCNAF. While 
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many people of  color and members of  other marginalized groups often 
appear as creators or subjects within archival collections, the unpub-
lished nature of  those materials means that their names have not been 
as readily contributed to the NAF. This is beginning to change as the 
NAF broadens its range of  included names; however, as Moulaison’s 
study demonstrates, the focus still remains white and male.32

Archival collections provide a diverse pool of  names for inclusion in 
the LCNAF. In fact, Moulaison notes that most current authority records 
contributed by NACO-trained librarians are created during the process of 
original cataloging, that is, cataloging of  materials not already cataloged 
E\�DQRWKHU�LQVWLWXWLRQ��́ WKH�PDWHULDOV�WKH\�DUH�FDWDORJLQJ�DUH�XQLTXH��RWK-
erwise there would be cataloging copy available.”33 For many libraries, the 
bulk of  this material is likely to be special collection materials, including 
archival collections. However, few archivists are trained to contribute 
records to the NAF, and the differences between cataloging and archi-
val processing—not to mention the many and increasing demands for 
archivists to do more with less—raises barriers for archivists who may 
wish to do so. Many archivists have little to no training in MARC or 
RDA, making the participation in NACO training a daunting proposition. 
Coordinating with NACO-trained cataloging staff  to contribute names 
from archival collections can be one solution; however, this assumes 
D�FHUWDLQ�OHYHO�RI �LQVWLWXWLRQDO�VWDIÀQJ�DQG�ZLOOLQJQHVV�DPRQJ�VWDII �WR�
undertake this work, and most likely an academic setting.

The efforts of  archivists to implement archives-centric name author-
ity systems face similar problems. The initial contributors to the SNAC 
portal as well as the initial member institutions are mostly large research 
universities, national archives, and well-resourced museums and research 
institutes in Europe and North America.34 With the exception of  Howard 

32��0RXODLVRQ�� $́XWKRUV�DQG�$XWKRULWLHV�LQ�3RVW�5'$�/LEUDU\�6\VWHPV�µ
33��0RXODLVRQ�� $́XWKRUV�DQG�$XWKRULWLHV�LQ�3RVW�5'$�/LEUDU\�6\VWHPV�µ���
34�� ´'DWD� &RQWULEXWRUV�µ� 6RFLDO�1HWZRUNV� DQG�$UFKLYDO� &RQWH[W� ZHEVLWH�� KWWS���
VQDFFRRSHUDWLYH�RUJ�VWDWLF�DERXW�GDWDFRQWULE�KWPO�� ´���������� 0HPEHU� ,QVWLWX-
tions,” Social Networks and Archival Context (website), http://snaccooperative.org/
static/about/members_cooperative.html.
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University, all of  the initial contributors are institutions likely to center 
whiteness and white people in their collecting and description. Another 
way in which newer projects such as SNAC carry forward the biases 
within the structure of  our profession is in the use of  LC subject head-
ings—as established above, often problematic—in many SNAC records, 
such as those that refer to Indigenous people in North America as Indi-
ans. This practice serves only to reinforce the racism and colonialism 
RI �QDPH�DXWKRULWLHV��$GGLWLRQDOO\��WKH�WLPH��WUDLQLQJ��DQG�VWDIÀQJ�OHYHOV�
QHHGHG�WR�FRQWULEXWH�WR�61$&�PDNH�LW�GLIÀFXOW�IRU�VPDOOHU�UHSRVLWRULHV�
with fewer staff  and less funding to be active contributors. This can 
H[FOXGH�FRPPXQLW\�DUFKLYHV�RU�VPDOOHU�UHSRVLWRULHV�ZKLFK�VSHFLÀFDOO\�
collect records of  marginalized groups, just as surely as it creates a 
focus on name authorities only for published authors and subjects. 
At this point in the development of  the project, it’s unclear whether 
SNAC’s approach to cooperative archival name authorities will address 
the problems with racism in archival naming practices.

 As mentioned in the literature review, archival practice itself  creates 
barriers to increasing representation of  people of  color, particularly 
though the principle and practice of  provenance. In archival work, the 
context of  records is as important as the informational content of  the 
records. Through maintaining provenance, archivists hope to allow the 
original context of  records to be understood by patrons, which is crucial 
in archival research. For example, information about enslaved persons is 
often found in plantation records, but those records are described with 
a focus on the slaveholder, who was the creator. While this provides 
important context for understanding the records and information that 
appears within them, the archival emphasis on context can also obscure 
and erase the human beings described as subjects in those records. The 
narrative of  the slaveholder is preserved by archival description, but 
the lived experience of  the enslaved person may be hidden or erased.35

35. Of  course, provenance is not always straightforward. Records may have changed 
hands multiple times prior to arriving at an archival repository. Records may have been 
lost, or intentionally disposed of. Former owners may not have thought certain docu-
ments to be worth preserving--particularly those documenting marginalized people. In 
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The practical application of  provenance in archival work results in an 
emphasis on the name of  the originating source in both the collection 
title and as author/main entry. (One moderate exception to this is a 
group of  records by one individual collected by another, which results 
in both names in the title: the Arthur Langley Searles Collection of  H. 
P. Lovecraft Research Files, for example). It is important, however, to 
think about who has traditionally been empowered to collect archival 
materials, or create them, as well as whose materials have been collected. 
Just as published authors and those who have works published about 
them have traditionally been white and male, so too has it traditionally 
been white men whose papers have been collected, who have been at 
the head of  organizations whose records have been preserved, and who 
have had the means and the sense of  self-importance to create records 
RI �WKHLU�DFWLYLWLHV�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH�

The hierarchical nature of  archival description places the name of 
the records originator or collector at the top of  the descriptive pyramid, 
with all other names falling in layers underneath, with those who are 
least well-represented by the records in a collection at the bottom. Since 
the records are ideally maintained as the originator/creator left them, it 
is that person’s or organization’s biases and preferences that determine 
who has been documented and in what order. Description can do much 
to lift up the names of  those who may not have originally been deemed 
important; however, this requires archivists to think closely about which 
names those might be, and how best to provide name access to those 
who according to traditional archival description would not have war-
ranted naming.

A4BLiP Racism Audit Project

The racism audit group drew together members of  A4BLiP interested 
in exploring racism against Black people inherent in archival description 

these ways, provenance can sometimes be less illuminating that archivists might wish, 
while at the same time continuing to erase the history of  marginalized people.



327Wh at’s  i n  a  na m e? arc h i v e s  f o r Bl ac k li v e s  i n  Ph i l a d e l P h i a

and the ways in which white archivists could develop anti-racist, inclusive 
description practices. The group began meeting regularly in the fall of 
2017 via conference calls.
7KH�JURXS�ÀUVW�FUHDWHG�D�ELEOLRJUDSK\�RI �DSSUR[LPDWHO\�HLJKW\�WZR�

potentially relevant journal articles, blog posts, conference presenta-
tions, webinars, and bibliographies. They then focused on dividing up 
the resources to determine whether each resource was relevant, and, if 
it was, to create a brief  abstract. This resulted in twelve resources being 
declared irrelevant or only somewhat relevant, leaving the group with 
seventy resources to draw on in developing best practices.

The initial bibliography was quite broad, addressing more than just 
description-related concerns. While many of  the resources focused 
RQ�QDPH�DXWKRULWLHV��VXEMHFW�FODVVLÀFDWLRQ��DQG�WKH�SURFHVV�RI �DUFKLYDO�
description, others addressed the role of  whiteness, white supremacy, 
and structural inequality in shaping the archival profession, as well as 
gender and sexuality issues. These wide-ranging readings helped provide 
a broad context for the work. By contextualizing the project in this 
way, the group is able to show how the work on anti-racist descriptive 
practices informs the project of  creating a more ethical, inclusive, and 
anti-oppressive approach to archival description as a whole.

After completing the review of  resources, the larger group divided 
into two smaller groups to work on best practices. One group focused 
on concerns related to archival theory about description, such as orga-
nizing collections by provenance. The other group focused on creating 
a recommended practices document for anti-racist archival description, 
DGGUHVVLQJ�WKH�VSHFLÀF�ODQJXDJH�DSSOLHG�WR�%ODFN�SHRSOH�LQ�ÀQGLQJ�DLGV��
subject headings traditionally used to describe Black people and commu-
nities, and the use of  name authorities as applied to Black people. While 
WKLV�GRFXPHQW�HQFRPSDVVHV�VXEMHFW�FODVVLÀFDWLRQ��ODQJXDJH�XVH��YRLFH�
and style, titles, and collaboration with Black communities, several points 
IRFXV�VSHFLÀFDOO\�RQ�QDPHV��LQFOXGLQJ�WKH�IROORZLQJ�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�

• Consider the extent to which describing a person by name is an 
DFW�RI �DIÀUPLQJ�KXPDQLW\�
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• At the same time, when describing living creators or subjects, 
consider that description has the potential to put people from 
groups already subject to inordinate amounts of  surveillance at 
greater risk.

• Revisit legacy description to provide better name access for Black 
people where possible, including names of  subjects as well as 
creators of  records. 

• Acknowledge the limits of  provenance-based description, and 
describe the subjects of  collections documenting oppressed or 
marginalized peoples at least to the extent that you describe the 
creators or collectors of  those collections. 

• Recognize that the naming of  enslaved persons within archival 
description has traditionally been ignored in favor of  the naming 
of  slave owners. If, for example, you have item-level description 
for a deed of  purchase for an enslaved person and the seller and 
purchaser’s names are included, include the name of  the person 
being sold. Humanize these documents from all sides—not just 
from the side of  the creator.

• Use terminology that Black people use to describe themselves, 
while recognizing that the Black community is not a monolith, 
DQG�GLIIHUHQW�SHRSOH�ZLOO�KDYH�GLIIHUHQW�DQG�VRPHWLPHV�FRQÁLFW-
ing preferences. 

• If  you ask people from marginalized communities to help with 
description, be respectful of  their time/labor and provide com-
SHQVDWLRQ��'R�\RXU�KRPHZRUN�ÀUVW��DQG�GR�QRW�DVN�RWKHUV�WR�
SURYLGH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�\RX�FDQ�HDVLO\�ÀQG�\RXUVHOI��3D\�WKHP�IRU�
their work.

• 6WRS�ZULWLQJ�ÁRZHU\��YDORUL]LQJ�ELRJUDSKLFDO�QRWHV�IRU�SUHGRPL-
nantly white male collection creators. Remove and refrain from 
LQFOXGLQJ�HYDOXDWLYH�WHUPV�OLNH�´SUHHPLQHQW�µ�´UHQRZQHG�µ�RU�
´JHQLXVµ�WKDW�VHUYH�WR�SUDLVH�FROOHFWLRQ�FUHDWRUV��$VN�\RXUVHOI��
Does including this piece of  information help users better 
XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�UHFRUGV"�(YDOXDWH�H[LVWLQJ�ELRJUDSKLFDO�QRWHV�
for aggrandizing language and remove it.



329Wh at’s  i n  a  na m e? arc h i v e s  f o r Bl ac k li v e s  i n  Ph i l a d e l P h i a

:KLOH�$�%/L3·V�UDFLVP�DXGLW�SURMHFW�LV�IRFXVHG�VSHFLÀFDOO\�RQ�DUFKLYHV��
many of  the best practices could apply in other settings. Libraries and 
PXVHXPV�FRXOG�EHQHÀW�IURP�VRPH�RI �WKH�PRUH�JHQHUDO�VXJJHVWLRQV��
VXFK�DV�FRQVLGHULQJ�UHIHUULQJ�WR�D�SHUVRQ�E\�QDPH�DV�DIÀUPLQJ�RI �KLV�KHU�
humanity and respecting the time and efforts of  marginalized communi-
WLHV��6RPH�RI �WKH�PRUH�VSHFLÀF�VXJJHVWLRQV�UHJDUGLQJ�KRZ�ELRJUDSKLFDO�
notes are constructed may also prove helpful in other settings with 
PRGLÀFDWLRQ�WR�PHHW�WKH�QHHGV�RI �RWKHU�W\SHV�RI �RUJDQL]DWLRQV�
2QFH�WKH�UDFLVP�DXGLW�JURXS�KDV�ÀQDOL]HG�LWV�UHFRPPHQGDWLRQV�IRU�

anti-racist archival description, the group plans to circulate the best 
practices to Black communities and Black archivists for feedback. Our 
goal with this practice is to ensure that any best practices we circulate to 
the wider community will truly advance the goal of  anti-racist archival 
description, rather than reinforce the structural power of  white archivists 
to determine standards for what anti-racist archival description should 
look like. We recognize that as white archivists, we have a responsibility 
WR�GR�WKLV�ZRUN��EXW�DOVR�WR�DYRLG�LPSRVLQJ�RXU�YLHZ�RI �ZKDW�TXDOLÀHV�
as anti-racist description of  affected communities without dialogue 
and collaboration. Additionally, A4BLiP is also planning to raise funds 
to compensate reviewers for their work, in compliance with the best 
practices. The group is currently discussing not only how we will raise 
the funds, but also how we will structure compensation and provide 
transparency about what we pay for and how much we pay for that work.

Conclusion

While name authorities, name access, and archival description have 
too often ignored and erased Black people from the archival record, 
the problem is not irreparable. The work of  scholars and practitioners 
over the past two decades has helped illuminate the scope and contours 
of  the problem. Naming practices and name authority work in archival 
description have traditionally been employed in an oppressive fashion 
that centers white people and their history; however, more recent work 
has begun to show how archival professionals can begin to overcome 
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this tradition. These strategies include remediation of  racist legacy 
description and proactively working to make new description inclusive 
and anti-racist; cooperative description; and a rethinking and critical 
DQDO\VLV�RI �WKH�FRQFHSW�RI �WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI �SURYHQDQFH�RQ�GHVFULS-
tive practices. Most importantly, perhaps, archivists should develop an 
HPSDWKHWLF�DSSURDFK�WR�GHVFULSWLRQ�WKDW�FRQVLGHUV�WKH�KDUPV�LQÁLFWHG�
on Black people in our use of  naming practices. We should strive for a 
future in which the concerns, identities, and cultures of  all communi-
ties are represented in our application of  name authorities and name 
access with the same attention, respect, and care historically reserved 
for white people. 
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