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Participatory & activist approaches to history 

and knowledge production

‘History becomes, to put it 

simply, more democratic. The 

chronicle of kings has taken into its 

concern the life experience of 

ordinary people. But there is 

another dimension to this change, 

of equal importance. The process 

of writing history changes along 

with the content. The use of oral 

evidence breaks through the 

barriers between the chroniclers 

and their audience; between the 

educational institution and the 

outside world.’

Paul Thompson, Voice of the Past, 

1978

‘history is too important to be 

left just to the professional 

historians’ Sally Alexander and 

Anna Davin, 'Feminist history', 

HWJ 1 1976

‘History is dangerous. History is 

important because the results of 

history are still with us…Those who 

are to conquer the company must 

first conquer the picture of the 

company. A new picture must be 

created, a picture that puts 

workers and their work in the 

foreground’ 

Sven Lindqvist, ‘Dig Where You  

Stand’, Oral History 1979



Gräv där du står / Dig Where You Stand

• Sven Lindqvist, Gräv där du står (1978) and article in 
Oral History journal 1979 

• ‘History is not dead. On the contrary, it is living the 
good life and running the big companies. And that, 
in the final analysis, is why workers’ investigations of 
factory history is so necessary. Sixty years after the 
conquest of political democracy, the Swedish 
workers’ movement is now bent on the conquest of 
economic democracy. In this situation, workers’ 
investigations of their own jobs will have a definite 
political significance’

• ‘Do not fear the experts. […] You know your job. Your 
professional experience is a firm basis on which to 
stand when judging other people’s activities – and non-
activities. They may be experts, each one in his 
area, but when they discuss your job, you are the 
expert. That is why your own job is such a good 
starting point for your research. Dig where you 
stand!’ (Sven Lindqvist, Dig Where You Stand, 1978)



‘Research is not mainly a defensive but an 

offensive weapon. It’s more suited for conquest 

than for defence’

Your Job in….

• The world

• The company

• The union

• The social democratic party

• Local history

• The library

• The record office

• Vocation guidance

• The factory inspectorate

• Death

• Genealogy

• Who’s who

• Letters and dairies

• The home

• Memories

• Vocabulary

• The museums

• The insurance company

• Monuments

• The strikes

• The law

• Unemployment

• The household

• Production

• Inventions

• Factory planning

• Psychology

• Research

• The barefoot researchers

’



Archiving ‘an inevitably political craft’ (Zinn 

1970):  archives and social justice’

In the context of this paper we articulate an archival
approach to social justice that recognizes systemic
inequalities and inequities (how individuals, groups,
organizations, and communities are excluded from
important decisions and processes affecting them and
society) and employs intellectual and physical
resources (e.g. theories, methodologies, pedagogies,
and praxis) to challenge and change these structures
of exclusion, marginalization and domination. This
framework proceed from a shared recognition that
contestations over the selection, control, access and
preservation of information resources implicates
social justice endeavors.

(Duff, Flinn, Suurtamm & Wallace, Archival Science
2013)



Active archiving & archival activism – 4 types

1. Active archivist or active archiving describes an approach which 

rejecting professional advocacy of neutrality and passivity, 

acknowledges the role of the record-keeper in ‘actively’ 

participating in the creation, management and pluralisation of 

archives and seeks to guide the impact of that active role. 

2. Archiving activism describes an archivist or archival institution, 

whether formal or independent, documenting political, social 

movement and other activist groups and campaigns. 

3. Archival activism describes activities in which archivists, frequently 

professionally trained and employed but not exclusively so, seek to 

campaign on issues such as access rights or participatory rights 

within records’ control systems or act to deploy their archival 

collections to support activist groups and social justice aims. 

4. Activist archiving describes the processes in which those who self-

identify primarily as activists engage in archival activity, not as a 

supplement to their activism but as an integral part of their 

social movement activism. 

(Flinn & Alexander, ‘‘‘Humanizing an inevitably political craft’’’ (2015))



Independent community-based archiving – a 

participatory and politically engaged practice?

‘A key premise of community archiving is to give substance to a 

community’s right to own its own memories...a community 

archive is more overt in its mission to include those fragments 

and perspectives that ordinarily would not be recognised as 

valid or worth preserving by a more conventional 

repository...Community participation is a core principle of 

community archives’ (Kathy Eales, South African Archives 

Journal, 1998)

‘Community-based archives (and other community-based 

heritage activities) are diverse, real world interventions into 

the field of local, regional and national even international 

archival and heritage narratives, often critical interventions, 

politically charged with notions of social justice and civil 

rights’ (Gilliland & Flinn, 2013)



Physical independent social movement 

archives  



Recovery & preservation; creative and innovative 

use; aspiration & contesting the future

Around the world, community and social movement activists have often

employed creative and innovative tools and approaches, which

include experimentation with pedagogical strategies and practices, as

they construct and co-construct, document, recover and preserve

histories and ideas. On the other hand, where they exist, such

histories and alternative archives are in danger of being lost, for

example, as organisations dissolve at times of political, social and

economic transition, or as people try to uncover social

movement/organising history and ephemera during periods of repression,

and among marginalised communities and groups when the

maintenance and preservation of documents has sometimes carried

great risk. Furthermore, these processes and practices of producing

historical resources that are relevant for contemporary struggles can be

sites of experimentation, intergenerational learning and exchange,

debate, tension, and contestation of ideas and memories

(Choudry & Vally 2018: 2)



Recovery and preservation of memories

‘Archive fever is spreading 

among Palestinians 

everywhere…Of course this is 

not an unusual obsession 

for any social group that 

experiences the trauma of 

dispossession and 

displacement on a massive 

scale as the Palestinians did 

in 1948. Nor is it unusual that 

the archival impulse is still 

strong…after all 1948 was not 

a moment but a process that 

continues as I write.’ 

(Beshara Doumani, 2006)



858 – An Archive of Resistance https://858.ma/ 

(Preservation of memory as act of resistance)



http://heygatewashome.org/

Saving community: change and redevelopment

‘...it became apparent that 

physically the environment was 

going to be like concreted over, 

as it were ... And the docks 

were going to be completely 

altered. So more and more of 

the physical representation of 

life as it had been, had been 

lived was going to disappear. 

So the recording of it and so 

was very important 

(Isle of Dogs)



Collecting & valuing ephemera & the intangible

‘the handbills, flyers, posters, programmes 

for a wide range of events, including political 

meetings, art exhibitions, concerts, plays, 

community meetings about education, 

welfare and politics….may be not only the 

only surviving record of transient 

organisations but the only way of 

understanding whole movements and 

trends’ 

(Mike Phillips in Len Garrison’s obituary, 2003)

‘Histories are transmitted in many struggles 

through such informal collections. They are 

also transmitted through stories, songs 

and poems particularly in contexts where 

oral transmission of knowledge values 

and visions is more significant than 

written versions’ 

(Choudry, 2016)



Resistance – creative and innovative use of 

the past in the present

“pistols pointed at the entrails of capitalism, the intellectual sources from 

which the workers would draw the means to build a better world”



Challenging “symbolic annihilation” by inspiring self-

confidence and positive identifications through history



Participatory archives working towards social 

justice  - collecting evidence

http://www.archivingpoliceviolence.org/principles



https://syrianarchive.org/en https://archiving.witness.org/

See it, film (record / archive) it, change it 



Ethical collection and documentation of  

contemporary experiences via social media

Documenting the Now https://www.docnow.io/



Aspiration & dreams: ‘The archive is also a 

place of dreams’ (Steedman 1998)

… the archive is a place for dreams and revelation, a place of longing 

where the world can turn on the discovery of an insignificant fragment: a 

place for creating and re-working memory... the activity of individuals in 

everyday life who seek to preserve documents, photographs, diaries 

and recordings to develop their own archives as memory devices. In 

short, the archive may become a project or an aspiration, a site for the 

production of anticipated memories by intentional ‘post-national imagined 

communities’ (Appadurai, 2003). The ‘diasporic archive’ or the ‘migrant 

archive’ can be seen as an attempt by migrant groups to engage in 

imaginative and creative work to form new collective memories, which are 

distinct from the official memories of the host and former home societies. 

Such an archive is seen as an active aspiration, a tool for reworking 

desires and memories, part of a project for sustaining cultural 

identities 

(Mike Featherstone, ‘Archive’ Theory, Culture and Society 2006: 594)



Another world is possible – community-based 

archives as places to think, plan and do

“We consider May Day Rooms and 

its holdings to be an active social 

resource more than a repository; a 

place where amidst the austerity-

drive threats to education and 

spaces of dissent, the future can be 

produced more than the past 

contemplated; a communal space 

for the incubation of cross-currents 

and informal, unlicensed knowledges 

more than a ring-fenced scholar’s 

retreat.” 



Dig Where You Stand today – a powerful 

metaphor





Preserving community-owned content –

“critically endangered digital collections” (DPC) 



Questions / thoughts? 

Thank you!

Dr Andrew Flinn

@andyucl

a.flinn@ucl.ac.uk


