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Inventing New Archival Imaginaries:
Theoretical Foundations for Identity-Based
Community Archives

Michelle Caswell
University of California Los Angeles

Abstract

This paper will delineate the theoretical foundations for building identity
based community archives, using the South Asian American Digital Archivc
(SAADA) (http://www.saadigitalarchive.org/) as its primary research sitc. This
paper proposes three major theoretical concepts undergirding the formarion of
identity-based community archives based on the author's experience as a co
founder and board member of SAADA: strategic cssentialism, memoryscape,
and archival imaginaries. First, postcolonial theorist Gayatri Spivak's notion of
strategic essentialism is key to understanding how complex and contested com
munities can come together to form scemingly cohesive archival organizations
based on contingent ethnic identities. Secondly, building on the work of Arjun
Appadurai, this chapter discusses the concept of memoryscape, and argues that
community-based digitization practices create transnational sites where memory
is shared, contested, and reconstructed on a global scale. Finally, this chapter ap
plies Appadurai’s notion of the imaginary to the archival realm and argues that
community archives create liberatory archival imaginaries that re-envision futurc
trajectories of the past for social justice aims, changing our notion of what archives
and archival work make possible.

Index Terms: theory, postcolonial theory, globalization, stratcgic essential
ism, memoryscape, archival imaginaries, identity
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Photo of Vaishno Das Bagai in his store, Bagai’s Bazaar, at Filmore Street, San
Francisco. 1923.

Courtesv of Rani Bagai and the South Asian American Digital Archive.

«__Archival turns inevitably cohere around a temporally orc.lered sedt{c-
tion of access, a movement that stretches from the evidentiary promise

AT m
of the past into the narrative possibilities of the future.

- Anjali Arondekar

1n 1928, Vaishno Das Bagai, one of the first known Indian immi.gran;s. to tllltf
U S., checked into a hotel in San Jose, turned on the gas oven, and k.xllev.? 1m§:0 i
Bagai was a founding member of the Ghadar Party,Ba poh:c;l l;)rgamza:‘t;c::r:h i
= . . . A AEeniy
ing for an end to British colonial rule in India. aga:u ad be
Z:t:{% Sm-citizcn in 1921 -his published suicide note said Cwe all made Uou:s;l\;: :
‘Americani ible” — Supreme Court case, Unite
much Americanized as possible” — but 2 1923 Sup aiale
j is citi i 11 as that of other Indian im
¢ Singh Thind, revoked his citizenship, as we. :
:;inb:ft”s bl;:gcd on racial grounds.2 The Court’s decision would have a pro.foun.d
im!‘;);ct 0;1 America’s once-burgeoning Indian community, as thousands of immi-
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grants, now barred from voting and owning property, returned to India.*“1 came
to America thinking, dreaming, and hoping to make this land my home,” Bagai
wrote. “Now, what am I? What have 1 made of myself and my children3... Humil-
ity and insults, who is responsible for all this?™In thc private suicide notc he left
behind to his wife, Bagai cxplained that he could not cnvision a future as a British
subject after he had worked so hard to escape his past as one.

In 2012, Bagai's granddaughter, Rani Bagai, contacted the South Asian
American Digital Archive (SAADA) (http://www saadigitalarchive.org), an
identity-based community archives® that I co-founded and on whose board 1 sit,
about digitizing her grandfather's extensive collection of rare political and reli-
gious pamphlets, ephemera, photographs, and correspondence. These materials
situate South Asians as a century-old community in the U.S., document the large-
ly untold story of the Indian American anti-colonial struggle, and counter domi-
nant narratives of South Asians as successful, apolitical recent immigrants who
exemplify “model minority” idcals. In response to Ms. Bagai's call. I organized a
group of volunteers to digitize Vaishno Das Bagai's materials (as well as those of
other of Ms. Bagai's ancestors), to archivally describe them using culturally ap-
propriate terminology, and to make them freely accessible online via SAADA’s
website, where they arc linked to related materials on early South Asian Ameri-
can immigration and political involvement from other archival collections.* Taken
together, these materials are changing the way community members and scholars
conccive of the South Asian American past.

As this example illustrates, independent, community-based archives are col-
lecting materials long-overlooked by mainstream repositories. Such archival ef-
forts, this chapter argues by way of theorctical investigation, are not only about
creating a more representative record of the past, but about changing what we
cnvision is possible for the future. This chapter examines how three theoretical
constructs—strategic essentialism, memoryscapes, and imaginaries—inform the
construction of identity-based community archives and argues that such collect-
ing efforts re-envision future trajectorics of the past. In so doing, it argues that
identity-based community archives are crucial not only to recuperating a lost his-
tory, but to creating a more just future.” In the particular casc of SAADA, efforts
to digitize, describe, and provide access to records overlooked by mainstream re-
positories are not just about documenting a shared colonial past, but about forging
a common postcolonial future as South Asian Americans. In this way, this chapter
shifts the focus of theorizing community archives from the reconstruction of what
happened to the creation of what will be possible.

This chapter constructs theory rooted in lived experience. As such, it switches
back and forth between two differcnt methods: theory-building and participant
observation. As Anne Gilliland and Sue McKemmish describe, theorv-building
15 a research method in which “the logic that is used to build the theory is made
explicit and accessible to the user of the resulting theory.™ This chapter develops
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theory about identity-based community archives by making explicit their foun-
dation in critical theory and creating new ways of seeing such organizations in
abstract and generalized terms. At the same time, the theory generated by this
chapter is firmly based on my own experiences as 2 practicing archivist in an iden-
tity-based community archives. In this way, this chapter also includes my observa-
tions as a participant in the phenomena I am describing. Participant observation
is a method of ethnographic fieldwork in which researchers become active mem-
bers of the communitics they study over an extended period of time in order to
develop an insider's view of the culture being studied. I have been involved with
SAADA for six years as a community archives practitioner, long before 1 began
this research or conceived of SAADA as a research site; 1 will remain involved
with SAADA long after this particular investigation ends. I am also an assistant
professor in an academic department of information studies and an archival stud-
ies scholar. As an insider to identity-based community archival practice, I have
intimate knowledge of such communities based on lived experience from which
I readily draw in order to instantiate my theoretical claims (even though I am an
outsider to the South Asian American community). By combining two seemingly
disparate methods, 1 hope to show practicing archivists the real and lived impli-
cations of theoretical conceptualizations for community-based archival practice.

Before my theoretical investigation gets underway, it is necessary to provide
some background information on my primary research site. SAADA is a U.S.-
based online community archival repository that 1 co-founded in 2008 with my
collcague Samip Mallick. In our respective positions as South Asia Community
Outreach Coordinator and Assistant Bibliographer for Southern Asia at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, Samip and I did an assessment of archival materials related to
South Asian American history and found that no single repository was systemati-
cally collecting thesc materials. None even had South Asian American history as
a collecting priority. We sensed an urgent need; with many of the South Asians
who came after American immigration policy opened up in 1965 aging, and many
of the early community websites from the 1990s disappearing, we felt that much
of this history would be lost had someone not intervened. Furthermore, we felt a
real need for these materials to remain under community control and not be sub-
sumed under larger institutional repositories, where they could be undervalued,
get lost in the shuffle, or misinterpreted. We also knew that we didn’t have the
financial resources or stability to create a physical space where the materials could
be housed permanently.

So what do a librarian and community organizer do when faced with this
dilemma? We pitched in $100 each, bought some server space, incorporated as a
nongovernmental organization, and created SAADA as an independent online-
only community-based repository. Six years later, SAADA remains the only non-
profit organization dedicated to documenting, preserving and providing access
to the rich history of South Asians in the United States. We have a particular
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emphasis on collecting materials related to early South Asian immigration to the
I:I.S.. to anti-South Asian race riots, to labor, student, and religious organiza-
tions, to political involvement, and to artists and intellectuals. We collect ?nateri-
als.that are not just celebratory in nature, but reflect the diverse range of South
A.stan American experiences, from pamphlets created by Punjabi laborers orga-
nizing against British rule in the 1910s to webzines created by devout Musixg'am
punk bands in the 2010s. We see ourselves not just as archivists, but activists
We are radically focused on access and have no physical location; instead we di 1-
tize historic materials and collect born-digital sources, archivally describe thEm
in a culturally appropriate manner, link them to related materials in the archives
and make them freely accessible online to anyone in the world with an inten;e;
conflection. After digitization, the physical materials remain with the individual
family, organization, or repository from which they originated. -
§AADA is governed by a five-member board; I am the only board member
vzrho is not of South Asian descent. We also work with a group of voluntecrs na-
tionwide who help us track down, digitize, and describe materials, as well as pro
bona. lawyers who helped us fill out the incorporation paperwork, craft our ;!ePcd
of gift, and address copyright issues. We currently have no paid fulltime staff.
though we are in the middle of a fundraising campaign that aims to raisc em‘)u h
money to'hire Mallick as our Executive Director on a full time basis. Although fvc
have received some grant funding and individual gifts, fundraising is our biggest
challenge, and, like many community organizations, we are tryving to find the bal-
ance I?etween independence and sustainability.”We have a bl(;g, a Facebook page
a Twitter account, an email list, and a fundraising site on Razoo.com. SAADA
boa_rd members have spoken at dozens of community forums across the 11.S. in
which we solicit input on what our collection prioﬁtiés should be and addres.s i
concerns or questions community members might have. y
Although SAADA is a unique organization dealing with the particularities of
one diverse community’s history, it shares much in common with other ideﬁtity-
Pascd community archives, including an emphasis on administrative and fiscal
mdep-endence, efforts to involve community members in archival appraisal ar;d
(!esmpdon, and a commitment to social justice aims. As such, it serves as a fit-
ting przfctical example with which to illustrate this chapter’s theoretical claims. By
gml{nflmg theory in my experience as a co-founder, board member, and pmctiéiﬁ-
archivist for one identity-based community-based archives, I hope to illuminati
!’lﬂW concepts rooted in postcolonial and globalization theory have very practical
implications for how we conceive of the function of commur;ity archives, how we
manage their daily operations, and how we visualize their future. ]
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Strategic Essentialism

Having delineated the research site, this chapter now tums to the theoreti-
cal basis for such identity-based community archives. In particular, this section
argues that the concept of strategic essentialism is key to understanding why iden-
tity-based community archives are created and why they are proliferating even
as mainstream repositories have become more inclusive. Towards this end, this
section introduces the concept of strategic essentialism, describes its relationship
to identity-based community archives, and roots this theory in a practical example
based on SAADA's collection priorities. This section ultimately builds a theoreti-
cal defense of the community archives movement in response to those critics who
claim it further fractures, alienates, and provincializes minoritized histories. In so
doing, this section provides the first building block in this paper's larger theoreti-
cal argument that communities build archives along identity-lines as a mcans to
forge a new politics of the future.

First introduced in detail by postcolonial theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spi-
vak, strategic essentialism is the deployment of essentialist identity categories by
marginalized groups in order to organize for political empowerment. Strategic
essentialism simultaneously acknowledges the social construction of identity cat-
egories and builds solidarity among individuals who identify with such categories.
Spivak developed this idea while commenting on the work of the Subaltern Stud-
ies Group, a loose affiliation of historians attempting to uncover subaltern' (in
this case peasant) voices in the struggle for Indian independence. She describes
the construction and deployment of the subaltern as a category as “a strategic use of
positivist essentialism in a scrupulously visible political interest™; that is, scholars
attempting to write history from a subaltern perspective invoke categories based
on social class to uncover marginalized voices even while acknowledging that such
categories arc not reflective of any essential truths.!! She continues, “Class’ is not,
after all, an inalienable description of human reality. Class-consciousness on the
descriptive level is itself a strategic and artificial rallying awareness which, on the
transformative level, seeks to destroy the mechanics which come to construct the
outlines of the very class of which a collective consciousness has been situation-
ally developed.”? Here, in a precursor to what classification scholars Bowker and
Star later assert, Spivak argues that the categories in which we sort the world and
interpret our own place in it are not representations of “the inalienable and final
truth of things,” but rather, they are fictions whose constructions are inexorably
influenced by the specificities of history, culture, economics, and politics."” Yet
while our categories (of class, race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, etc.) are fluid,
contingent, and ultimately fictitious (even as we base our identities, subjectivities
and communities on them), we can still put these constructed categories to use,

deploying them as points of solidarity based on common experiences on which to
center political action.
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There is a danger here, as Spivak asserts. By organizing around identity-based
categories we run the risk of reifying the categories themselves, forgetting that
they are contingent and that very often they have been constructed and imposed
by the powerful. It is the ultimate paradox, a “double take,” that our deployment
of these categories for discrete political goals must ultimately seck their disman-
tling.'* Because of this complication, Spivak later abandoned the notion of strate-
gic essentialism, bemoaning its common misinterpretation.'®

Despite its demand for nuance, the notion of strategic essentialism has
much to offer identity-based community archives. Strategic essentialism explains
how we, as community archives practitioners, can simultaneously build archives
around identity categories and collect materials that denaturalize the categories
themselves. Through strategic essentialism, we can both acknowledge that identi-
ty categories are often socially constructed by the powerful in order to marginalizc
those who are perceived to fit within those categories, and at the same time, lever
age those constructed categories to organize for common goals. Strategic essen-
tialism reminds us to always be wary of categories that have become naturalized
and normalized even as we deploy them in our collection policies. And finally,
strategic essentialism allows us to mobilize for political change through identity-
based archival collecting while at the same time engaging in nuanced critiques of
our archival interventions, utilizing critical theory as a source of inspiration rather
than paralysis.

By grounding community-based archival practice in strategic essentialism, we
can question pre-established categories through creative and community-centric
descriptive practices; we can complicate the founding myths of our communitics
by highlighting the documentation of multiplicity and dissent in our collection
policies; and we can foreground the intimacy between knowledge and power by
being as transparent as possible about our own archival choices and their consc-
quences. In this light, it becomes clear that the goal of community-based archival
efforts should not just be to document a more representative view of history, nor

just to recuperate a forgotten past as filtered through the identity categories of the
present, but to mobilize traces of the past — however painful, however unnerving
- to build a more socially just future.™

SAADA’s use of the category “South Asian American” provides a practical
example of strategic essentialism. In SAADA’s case, we have strategically em-
ployed the constructed category of “South Asian American” in order to build
connections between diverse groups, whilc at the same time documenting differ-
ences between those groups in a way that ultimately denaturalizes South Asian
American as a category. There is nothing natural or essential about “South Asia”
as a basis for identity. South Asia is a geographic location, but dividing up the
globe in that manner has its historic roots in the formulation of area studies for
U.S. defense purposes in the wake of World War I1.'" By SAADA's formulation,

South Asia encompasses the former British colonies now divided into the mod
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ern nation-states of India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Bhutan, Nepal, and
the Maldives.® As many of these countries have becn engaged in armed conflict
with each other sincc their 1947 independence from the UK., their grouping
together under a single rubric may seem arbitrary, contrived, and meaningless.”
Furthermore, even within each of these nation-states, an astounding number of
religious, regional, linguistic, and caste categories divide people in argual?ly more
meaningful ways than the boundaries of nation might indicate. A Mushn} from
Hyderabad might feel more affinity with his co-religionists in Dacca or w1t}.1 his
fellow native Urdu speakers in Lahore than with his Bengali-speaking Hm.du
countrymen in Calcutta; or he might not. Nowhere are the overlapping categories
and fluid boundaries of identity more nuanced than in South Asia, and the politics
of exclusion and inclusion are evident in the many manifestations of this trans-
national term. Furthermore, neither the Muslim from Hyderabad, nor the Ban-
gladeshi, nor the Bengali-speaking Hindu would likely identify as South As.ian.
Indeed, it is a category that only fully comes into fruition in diaspora; one might
become South Asian in the U.S. (or in other diasporic communities around the
world), where one was an Indian, or a Muslim, or a Bengali speaker before.””

Built on this shaky foundation, there is also nothing inherently meaningful
about applying the category of South Asian to immigrant groups to the US to
form the term “South Asian American.” Many who might fit under the rubric of
this category, like historian Vinay Lal, have dismissed it outright in favor of na-
tional designations like Indian American.? Others have suggested’ the more cul-
turally specific “desi,” which roughly translates as local, or from one’s own pl'ace. as
a possible unifying, culturally appropriate transnational term.” While immigrants
from South Asia may see themselves in light of particular national or regmr'lal
identities, the sccond generation is more likely to identify with transnational dia-
sporic categorics such as “South Asian American.” Recently, in response to the
wave of hate crimes targeted at South Asian Americans of all religious batfk-
grounds in the wake of September 11, 2001, the term has taken on rf:newed sig-
nificance, uniting diverse groups through the sharcd experience of racial profiling,
harassment and violence. .

It is within this identity context that SAADA was formed. SAADA's found-
ers consciously chose the term South Asian American to both appeal to as bro?d
an audience as possible and to reflect the historical rcalities of a shared coloryal
past. We strive to collect materials that reflect as wide a range of Sc?uth Asian
American experiences as possible. More importantly from a theoretical stand-
point, we invoked the term South Asian American to underscore the common
colonial and immigration histories shared by different national, linguigtlc, or re-
ligious communities. It scems awkward, inaccurate, and anachronistic, ‘for ex-
ample, to refer to an immigrant who came to San Francisco from Lahore in 1907
as Pakistani, when such a nation-state did not yet exist at the time. Further-
more, despite ongoing tension between now-rival nations, the vast majority of
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the people included under the umbrella term ‘South Asian American’ share a
common past rooted in centuries of British colonialism and prolonged resistance
toit. As SAADA's collection policy reveals, SAADA board members consciously
made documenting this anti-colonial struggle one of the organization’s strongest
privrities. In this way, SAADA's founders decided to use the term South Asian
American as a way to build transnational solidarity based on this shared colonial
past. Furthermore, in the wake of September 11, 2001, asserting a transnational
interfaith South Asian American identity consciously builds solidarity between
groups scnselessly targeted for hate crimes; rather than reflecting a politics of
division that might assert “don’t hate mc, I'm nof a Muslim,” SAADA’s board
invokes South Asian American solidarity in the face of pervasive Islamophobia.
while at the same time creating an archives that strives to reflect all of the diver-
sity and divisions among South Asian Amcricans. SAADA's board strategically
employs an essentialist identity category—South Asian American—while simul-
tancously undoing the logic that asscrts the naturalness of that very category. As
an organization, we chosc to thrive in this nuance, to be inspired by what Spivak
would call our “double take,” and to use this complicated relationship to identity
as a way to organize politically.

As the SAADA example illustrates, identity-based community archives can
strategically use essentialism to further intertwining archival and political goals.
In this assertion, I wish to counter the critics of community archives who claim
that such independent grassroots collecting efforts underminc the integration of
“ethnic” history into mainstream American history, are built on rigid and out-
dated essentialist identity categories, and jeopardize the sustainability of the ma-
terials they seek to preserve because of their inherent fiscal and organizational
instability. Cristine Paschild’s recent articlc in The American Archivist typifies these
concerns. Discussing Elizabeth Kaplan's articlc on the formation of American
Jewish archives, Paschild writes, “undertheorized concepts of identity perpetuate
essentialized categorizations of communities, facilitating misguided assumptions
of authenticity that clide genuine internal diversity and re-inscribe segregating
boundaries.™* As this chapter has argued, it is falsc to assume that the identity
categories around which community archival efforts are based are under-theo-
rized; on the contrary, as my discussion of SAADA's usc of strategic essential-
ism has shown, identity-based community archives can be built on complexly
layered theoretical foundations and acknowledge fluidity, multiplicitv and tension
within heterogencous communities. However, even more troublesome than the
assumption of theoretical simplicity is the assertion that community archives that
usc ethnic identity as a guiding collection principle further essentialize and thus
marginalize the communities they represent. Writing about the documentation
of Japanese American history by the Japanese American National Museum, she
writes:
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This history, just like the community of its origin, is not inherently sep-
arate from, independent of, or marginal to the broader history of the
Unitcd States... If community archives and projects continue to be the
default example for the subjective and discursive, their marginalization is
only prolonged and retrenched. Rich and relevant historical records are
reduced to undifferentiated ahistorical symbols of identity and the role of
discursive space trumps the successful management of physical space and
materials. By insisting that the application of postmodern-influenced
theory is the most pressing need of community archives rather [than] the
implementation of sound, sustainable policies and practices, archivists
detract from their own professional expertise.”

As my description of SAADA's use of strategic esscntialism has argued, in-
dependent community archives can simultaneously advocate for greater aware-
ness of identity-based histories and assert the importance of such histories to
mainstream narratives about the past. This is not a simplistic, limiting, either/
or endeavor, but a both/and proposition; South Asian American history is com-
munity history and American history, as SAADA'’s collection priorities assert.
As this chapter has argued thus far, through the lens of strategic essentialism we
can simultancously reclaim minoritized histories and denaturalize, contextualize,
and historicize the categories on which they are reclaimed. Furthermore, rather
than assume a model that puts participatory community-centric institutions and
mainstream university or government repositories at odds with each other, we
can build collaborative projects that leverage resources and knowledge from both
types of institutions to create culturally sensitive and sustainable digital assets. For
example, SAADA has ongoing relationships with several university repositories
to digitize materials in their collections relating to South Asian immigrants. Both
types of institutions benefit from this partnership, as do our users. And finally,
contrary to Paschild’s assertion, identity-based community archives do not have
to choose between community values and archival expertise. On the contrary, our
archival education programs should teach cultural competency, skillful navigation
between various stakeholders, and — above all — creativity, competencies that are
not separate from our professional expertise as archivists, but absolutely integral
to it. Community-based archival projects are flourishing regardless of the involve-
ment of professionally-trained archivists. The sooner archivists as a profession
cmbrace community-centric practice, the sooner we can work together towards
the shared goal of preserving traces of the past for future use.

As this section has argued, identity-based community archives can strategi-
cally employ categories based on ethnicity to further archival goals, while at the
same time fulfilling the larger political agenda of denaturalizing such categories.
By embracing this paradox, identity-based community archives practitioners si-
multaneously work towards documenting a more diverse past and forging a more
just future.
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Memoryscapes

“Memory... requires imagination, but it rethinks the future in alliance
with recasting the past.”®

- Aledia Assmann and Scbastian Conrad

Having rooted identity-based archival practice in strategic essentialism, this
chapter now introduces the concept of memoryscape to discuss digital archives as
globalized sites of contestation. In his influential book Modernity at Large, an-
thropologist Arjun Appadurai positions globalization as the complex and rapid
interaction of cultures as enabled by five intertwining trajectories: ethnicity, me-
dia, technology, finance, ideas. Each of these components of “global cultural flow”
is marked in space and time through the notion of landscape, forming five plat-
forms of exchange: ethnoscapes, mediascapes, technospaces, financescapes, and
ideoscapes.” For Appadurai, these networks, while geographically located, are
globally situated.

More recently, Kendall R. Phillips and G. Mitchell Reyes have adapted
Appadurai's idea of global cultural “scapes” to the burgeoning interdisciplinary
ficld of memory studies, proposing the new term, “memoryscape,” to describe
“a complex landscape upon which memories and memory practices move, come
into contact, are contested by, and contest other forms of remembrance.” They
point out that “older ways of conceptualizing the past — largely framed in terms
of national and local perspectives — are unsettled by the dynamic movements of
globalization and new memories and new practices of remembrance emerge.™
Our collective memories, like our communities, are now global in reach; we can
no longer confine memory to the silos of locally embedded practice when so much
of our society is based on interconnected networks of ethnicity, media, technol-
ogy, finance, and idcas. Memory becomes another crucial mode through which
the global is negotiated.

While archives as physical locations at the nexus of knowledge and power
have always formed crucial sites for the negotiation of collective memory, digital
archives are now providing unprecedented opportunity for individuals to commu-
nicate memories, for communities to forge collective memories, and for individu-
als and communities to contest thosc collective memories once forged. Web 2.0
technologies in particular provide a crucial interactive platform on which archives
can shape the memoryscape. Increased ease of access, potential for more partici-
patory models of appraisal and description, and unauthorized downstrcam uses
of digital archival materials arc just a few examples of how new technologies arc
facilitating reinterpretations of the past on a global scale.
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The United States of India, February 1924 issue (vol. 1, no. 7).

1n this issue, the monthly review published from the headquarters of the Pacific
Coast Hindustani Association at No. 5 Wood Street, San Francisco, featured an
article titled “How History Suggests the Remedy for Injustice,” which concludes:
“In the light of history who will blame the Hindoos if they, tomorrow, .forccd
by the injustice done to them by the English Government, produce their own
Washington to avenge the wrongs done to them?”

Courtesy of the South Asian American Digital Archive.

While mainstream repositories have not yet fully embraced this new poten-
tial, community-based endeavors can be on the vanguard of archival practice by
serving as focal points of community formation within the global memoryscape.
Unlike mainstream repositories which serve broad-based constituencies and
whose funding structures often enforce the status quo, identity-based commu-
nity archives — that have never suffered from the same illusion of neutrality — can
become sitcs where globalized communities undertake the messy busin.ess of con-
testing, renegotiating and redefining collective memory of the past. In ‘hght. of this
notion of memoryscape, our attempts to recuperate previously lost histories and
build more just futures through identity-based community archives become both
more politically urgent and inherently global in significance.

But, despite this excitement about this new digital memoryscape, we sh(?uld
be cautioned that technologies have also had an immensc impact on forgetting,
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Like any community, online communities shape new memories as means of for-
getting others. Digital divides have also prevented many communities and indi-
viduals from participating in this new interactive process of forging memory. We
should not forget that for many people - the poor, the global South, the elderly -
digital technologies can exacerbate archival silences. Furthermore, the rapid obso-
lescence of digital formats has rendered certain recent traces alrcady inaccessiblc.
Forgetting, need we be reminded, is a crucial component (and not the opposite)
of the shaping of collective memory regardless of format.

Again, SAADA provides a fruitful instantiation of this theoretical construc-
tion in its ongoing role in constructing new and contested memoryscapes of South
Asian American involvement in global anti-colonial struggles. One of SAADA’s
primary priorities is to collect materials related to the Ghadar Party, a U.S.-based
anti-colonial organization founded by a group of Indian migrant laborers and
students in San Francisco in 1913.%° As historian Maia Ramnath has described in
great detail, the organization was extremely decentralized, consisting of a loosc
affiliation of Hindu nationalists, Sikh Marxists, and Pan-Islamisicists whosc im-
mediate goal was the overthrow of British colonial rule in India by any means
necessary but whose anti-colonial ambitions were global in scope.®

While the University of California Berkeley's archives hold considerable col-

lections related to the Ghadar Party, until recently these materials were virtually
unknown to South Asian American communities. SAADA is working to change
this by digitizing hundreds of items in university archives, government reposito-
ries and the private collections of the descendants of Ghadar Party members, as
mentioned in the introduction. Access to these records is transforming both how
South Asian Americans conceive of their own histories and how South Asians arc
conceiving of the importance of American emigrants to the anti-colonial struggle.
For example, on August 14, 2012 (coinciding with Indian and Pakistani Inde-
pendence Days) The New York Times ran a story entitled, “American Roots of the
Indian Independence Movement.” Written by a Mumbai-based journalist, the
story featured an interview with SAADA co-founder Mallick and noted that the
Ghadar Party “is garnering increased attention.”™' Additionally, articles that pub-
licize SAADA’s efforts to digitize Ghadar Party materials have been published
in the South Asian American newspaper DesiTalk and the Indian newspaper T3¢
Sunday Guardian.” Interestingly, SAADA's users are almost evenly divided be-
tween the U.S. and South Asia; web statistics from December 2011 to November
2012 show 19,965 visits from people in the U.S., 18,828 from India, 4,362 from
Pakistan, 1,680 from Sri Lanka, 641 visits from Bangladesh, and 241 visits from
Nepal. While it is hard to quantify the exact impact of SAADA on South Asian
and South Asian American conceptualizations of the past, it is clear through pub-
licity and traffic patterns that SAADA's efforts have increased awarcness of this
history among people in both the U.S. and South Asia.
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Returning to theory, this example illustrates that SAADA is transforming
the South Asian American memoryscape. Indeed, by digitizing Ghadar Party re-
cords, particularly those that were never-before publically available, SAADA is
changing the prevailing notion of South Asian American history from a simple,
apolitical post-1965 success story toa complexly layered century-old transnational
narrative deeply marked by global political unrest, local racism, and anti-colonial
commitments. In short, SAADA is contesting the old version of this commu-
nity's history, supplanting it with a different narrative, and offering up this new
narrative online, where it can be discussed, contested, and changed. In so doing,
SAADA is inviting broad participation in the ongoing process of making sense
of the past through digital technologies. In Appadurai’s terms, this participatory
exchange is both global and local, as people in South Asia learn about the influ-
ence of South Asian Americans on national independence movements and South
Asian American communities rethink their own roles in American history.

Imaginaries

“The imagination is now central to all forms of agency.”®

- Arjun Appadurai

Building on the concepts of strategic essentialism and memoryscapes, a third
concept — that of thc imaginary — undergirds this chapter’s investigation of iden-
tity-based community archives. After a brief discussion of Appadurai’s notion of
the imaginary, this section argues that, through the lens of the archival imaginary,
our efforts to build independent identity-based archives are not just attempts to
reconceive of the past, but to reimagine the future.® This is not just theoretical
speculation, but a practical strategy, as the SAADA example illustrates.

Building on his work on globalized networks of exchange, Appadurai posits
that imagination has spread from the realms of the personal and private to that
of the public and shared. Our imaginations — how we envision that which is not
currently true, but ultimately possible —are socially constructed. Appadurai writes:
“,..imagination has become an organized field of social practices, a form of work
(in the sense of both labor and culturally organized practice) and a form of nego-
tiation between sites of agency (individuals) and globally defined ficlds of possibil-
ity.”™* The individual and the community meet in this shared vision of the future;
together, we create a shared imaginary, or “a constructed landscape of collective
aspirations” in Appadurai’s words.* Thus community-based archivists are forging
not just memories of the past through collecting (as the concept of memoryscape
articulates), but visions of the future. By creating independent identity-based ar-
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chives, we are not just articulating our prior collective accomplishment and fail-
ures, but our collective ambitions as well.

As Appadurai reminds us, our shared imaginaries are global in reach. Build-
ing on Benedict Anderson’s work on how nations form imagined communi-
ties through print culture, Appadurai argues that collective imagination creates
“imagined worlds, that is, the multiple worlds that are constituted by the histori-
cally situated imaginations of persons and groups spread across the globe.™” These
imagined worlds — forged by global exchanges — depend on inextricably linked vi-
sions of both what came before and what will be. How we as members of local and
global communities remember the past is wholly bound up with how we imagine
what is possible in the future. In this light, archivists are not just memory activists,
but visionaries whose work reconccives imagined worlds through space and time.

This view of archival collecting as a way to envision the future owes much to
recent work in memory studies that has called into question the commonly held
idca that memory is fundamentally about the past. Yifat Gutman, Amy Sodaro
and Adam D. Brown, in their important introduction to Memory and the Future,
note the absence of conceptual discussions of the future in memory studies and
assert that “the study and practice of memory are ultimately about and for the
present and the future.”* They write, “In order for memory studies scholars to de-
velop a full understanding of how individuals and societics remember, they must
consider... the influence of the future—as imagined and desired by individuals
and groups—on how the past is remembered, interpreted and dealt with and vice
versa.”™

Like Gutman, Sodaro and Brown's suggestion about memory studics, this
chapter argues that archival studics must rencgotiate its traditional orientation to
the past, particularly as we build theory around community-based archival prac-
tice. Applying Appadurai’s notion of imaginaries in the archival realm, we can
construct a conception of community-centered archival work that is based not just
on reimagining the past, but on envisioning the future. In this light, the archival
imaginary is the dynamic way in which communitics creatively and collectively re-
envision the future through archival interventions in representations of the shared
past. Through the archival imaginary, the past becomes a lens to the future; the
future is rooted in that which preceded it. Through the archival imaginary, the
future can be conceived through the seeds of what was possible in the past.

This notion of archival imaginary explains why the work of independent,
identity-based community-based archives is so important; it is not just about doc-
umenting a more diverse version of the past based on the identities of the present,
but rather, by uncovering previously untold, ignored, or misinterpreted histories,
communities can imaginc and reimagine diffcrent trajectories for the future. Ef-
forts to recuperate marginalized pasts are not just about collecting materials that
document people who look like us (where “us” is based on ethnicity, race, reli-
gion, gender, sexual orientation, geographic location, or socio-economic status)
but about finding precedence in the past for how we move forward.
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SAADA’s efforts to digitize Vaishno Das Bagai’s Ghadar Party materials are
illustrative. Look, these materials tell us, there is precedent for coalition-building
across region and religion, there is precedent for grassroots resistance against co-
Jonialism and racism, there is precedent for South Asians as Americans shap-
ing global politics, culture, and society. In turn, we are able to envision a future
marked by solidarity, resistance, and activism. These materials inspire new and
liberatory archival imaginaries. While the past placed South Asians in colonial
subjugation, they did not silently yield power, as these Ghadar Party materials
confirm; they actively revolted, and in such acts of resistance we can find inspira-
tion for our current activism against racial profiling, Islamophobia, and war. In
collecting archival traces of struggle and rebellion, we forge new narratives of re-
sistance and solidarity that feed the activism of the present and fundamentally al-
ter our vision of what will be pussible. Through the lens of the archival imaginary,
we can redeploy archival records — even those documenting atrocity or injustice,
even those created by the powerful as tools of subjugation and oppression — as
tools for cmpowerment.

This is not to say that the archival imaginary only works through indepen-
dent community archives. Indeed, the archival imaginary has always been active
through the work of mainstream repositories, which too often and too predict-
ably, forge future trajcctories that maintain the status quo, that invoke the past to
imit the future rather than expand its possibilitics. For example, the near absence
of traces of South Asian American communities in mainstream repositories has
resulted in a future trajectory that is as void of South Asian American voices as
dominant narratives of the past were. Since such marginalized communities have
not historically been scen as collection priorities, there is no incentive (in this
age of budget cuts, doing morc with Jess, and minimal processing) to make these
communities collection priorities now, resulting in a limited record preserved for
a monolithic future.

By contrast, SAADA's vision of the future is one in which the struggles of
the past inspire a more just future. Through archival collecting, SAADA's board
hopes to situate South Asian American memory in a shared past rooted in resis-
tance to colonialism in order to cultivate a postcolonial future rooted in activism
across boundaries of nation, religion, region, and caste. In turn, our imagina-
tion of the future — how we envision possibilities for transnational South Asian
activism — shapes our view of the past as rooted in the common colonial experi-
ence. Through each of our archival interventions on traces of the past — appraisal,
digitization, description, outreach - we work towards a radically reoriented vision

of the futurc. Conversely, through each of our archival interventions in imagin-
ing the future — as community-centered, transnational, postcolonial — we work
towards radically reorienting memory of the past. The past and the future are
inextricably bound through our archival work.
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Conclusion: Building Liberatory Archival Imaginaries

“ . .
- 'Ihc‘ past is invented, shaped, and reconstructed in a dialogical re-
lationship with the present. past constraints and future p()ssihili;ics."“"

-Yifat Gutman, Amv Sodaro and Adam D. Brown

. This chapter has explicated three key theoretical concepts — strategic cssen-
nalls.m, memoryscapes, and imaginarnies — and addressed how these cm;ccpts un-
dergird community archival practice based on my experiences as a founder and
boa'rd member of one such organization. First, this chapter has explored Spi
vak’s concept of strategic essentialism and claimed that community archives cin
strategically employ essentialist identity categories for political gaiﬁs whilc at the
same time denaturalizing the categories on which such identities arc based. Next
building on the work of Appadurai, this chapter discussed the concept ;)f r;1cm() ‘
ryscape, arguing that community-based digitization practices creatc transnational
sites where memory is shared, contested, and reconstructed on a global scale. Fi-
nally, this chapter applied Appadurai’s notion of the imaginary: to the ;m-l;ival
fealm' and argued that identity-based community archives build new archival
imaginaries that allow us to re-envision the future cven as we reimagine the m't
g In conclusion, this chapter advocates that as community-based archival Pr1~c.
titioners, we harness our power as archival activists to build liberatory arc‘})'nilval
imaginaries (in the same vein that Wendy Duff and Verne Harris call for lib
eratory description).”’ In order to construct liberatory archival imaginaries, we
must use traces of the past not just to recuperate ma;'ginalized histories bu't to
build more just and more equitable futures. Liberatory archival imagmari’es place
.the work of uncovering what happened in the past in service of building socially

just futures. Like social justice itself, liberatory archival imaginaries are always
forthcoming, always located in some far away future, and always an unattainal;fc

constantly shifting goal.** While liberatory archival imaginari'es are always con:
text dependent, our cfforts to gencrate them are united by the creative use ;)f our
power as archivists in the present to bind what happened to what will be possiblc

Through the lens of liberatory archival imaginaries, our work as community l;a%cd.
archivists does not end with the limits of our collection policies (that is, with ;hc
exposure of previously silenced histories), but rather, it is an ongoing process of
conceptualizing what we want the future to look like. As we forge our visior; of
the future, so too will our memory of the past be forged.

: Envisioning liberatory archival imaginaries will require us, as archivists, to bu

inventive. It will demand that we let go of some of our professional authorir;' cven
as it underscores our commitment to the archival endeavor. It will ask us to inter-

rogate many of the assumptions of mainstream Western archival practice in light
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of community-specific, culturally appropriate, political goals. It wﬂl chaﬂt?nge }l:s
to continually question our categories, motivations and assumptions, ret‘hmk? e
boundarics of our archives and our communities, and own up to the ways in which
power is implicated in our practices. It will be difficult to live up to the challe.ngt?s
posed by these new archival imaginaries, but the legacy of Vafshn(? Das Bagai — if
we tell his story, how we tell his story — demands that we imagine a more just

future rooted in the struggles of the past.
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