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Abstract: The Center for the Study of Political Graphics (CSPG) houses a collection of over 80,000 

political posters and prints documenting diverse social justice movements and human rights issues. By 

documenting social justice movements, the collection contains records of largely under-documented 

topics, issues and communities. CSPG’s programming, including educational panels and poster-making 

workshops, often specifically engaging communities traditionally underserved by the arts, both in terms 

of socio-economic region as well as demographics such as LGBTQ youth or families impacted by the 

prison industrial complex. CSPG has been making efforts to process and catalogue the collection to 

make it accessible to researchers since its incorporation in 1989. The accessioning, processing and 

cataloguing procedures evolved largely out of CSPG’s grassroots collection development and 

programming needs. In 2012, CSPG was awarded its first federal grant from the National Historical 

Publications and Records Commission (NHPRC) for a large-scale processing and description project to 

bring more comprehensive access to the collection. This proposed paper will address the challenges of 

professionalizing archival methods in a grassroots collection, specifically focusing on the example of 

this current NHPRC project which attempts to implement archival standards while serving the activist 

needs of the organization. Such challenges include: balancing the activist language and context of the 

documents and the more objective language of archival standards; developing appropriate and inclusive 

description for the many diverse, under-documented communities represented within the collection; 

and articulating the significance of such professional standards to staff unfamiliar with archival 

practice. 
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Introduction 
 

Since 2007, I have been the archivist and collections manager for the Center for the 

Study of Political Graphics, an educational and research collection of over 80,000 

political posters and prints documenting diverse international and domestic social 

justice movements and human rights issues. It is the largest post-WWII political 

poster collection in the United States and the second largest in the world. For this 

presentation, I will be providing an overview of CSPG’s history and current work as 

an activist, grassroots collection which both documents and performs outreach to 

traditionally under-documented communities. In addition, I will be addressing the 

efforts and challenges of the staff to integrate archival principles and professional 

standards into processing and description methods to make the collection more widely 

accessible while still balancing the activist needs of the organization. 
 

History of CSPG 
 

Now housing over 80,000 posters, the archive grew out of the personal collection 

of the organization’s founder and executive director, Carol Wells, who began 

collecting posters in 1981 while in Nicaragua as a graduate student working on a 

summer research grant. During that time, she saw the use of posters in the Nicaraguan 

Revolution and recognized their value as an educational tool.  
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Translation: In creating the new country we are creating the new woman 

 

Image 1: Asociación de Mujeres Nicaragüenses Luisa Amanda Espinoza (AMNLAE) 

Offset, 1981, Nicaragua. First poster collected by CSPG Founder. 

 

Generally using bold graphics or imagery to draw people’s attention, posters aim to 

make the public aware of issues or causes. In addition, they often use a direct message 

with little text which helps widen access by minimizing necessary language or reading 

skills. In many cases, they use photographs, quotes or statistics to document injustices 

and emphasize the message. 

 
 

Image 2: Witness for Peace, Offset, mid-1980s, Washington, D.C. 

 

Carol first began actively collecting posters with the specific intention of 

developing exhibitions to bring attention to U.S. interventions in Central America. As 

the exhibitions travelled, she continued to collect more posters and develop more 

exhibitions around other issues including women’s rights, apartheid, and labour 

solidarity. In addition, people who attended or learned of her work began donating 

posters to her collection. The collection grew out of these initial grassroots efforts and 
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activities, until Carol founded CSPG as a non-profit in 1989. The collection continues 

to grow almost exclusively by donations from poster collectors, artists and organizers, 

on an average of 3000 to 5000 posters annually. 
 

Activist Mission and Programming 
 

CSPG has maintained its original activist, grassroots background as evident in the 

organization’s mission statement: “CSPG demonstrates the power and significance of 

these artistic expressions of social change through travelling exhibitions, lectures, 

publications, and workshops. Through our diverse programs, CSPG is reclaiming the 

power of art to educate and inspire people to action.” The organization recognizes the 

posters as activist records and sees the programming as furthering the original 

intention of the materials to educate the public and encourage social change.  

CSPG has two primary programs:  The first is our “Access and Preservation” 

program which involves cataloguing, digitizing, and preserving the collection to make 

it more accessible to current and future researchers. CSPG has diverse researchers 

including professional academic scholars, curators, artists, activists, in addition to 

graduate, undergraduate, and high school students. I will address this program in more 

detail during my discussion of archival procedures at CSPG. CSPG’s other program is 

our “Exhibition Development” program which includes both the travelling exhibitions 

that CSPG curates and produces (generally one premiere exhibition a year) as well as 

the individual poster loans which outside curators select to include in their own 

exhibitions. CSPG currently has over two dozen travelling exhibitions on a wide 

range of human rights issues and social justice movements including LGBTQ rights, 

Immigration, the Black Panthers, Ecology, and the Prison Industrial Complex. 

We have maintained a close relationship with our local community in Los Angeles 

and try to encourage community engagement and grassroots programming whenever 

possible. When developing our new premiere exhibitions, we organize a community 

advisory panel, consisting of activists, artists, academics, and organizational leaders, 

with a focus on the exhibition topic to assist with curatorial decisions and 

programming. For example, with our exhibition, Out of the Closet and Into the 

Streets: Posters on LGBTQ Struggles and Celebrations, the community advisory 

panel helped identify areas that needed to be addressed within the exhibition, 

organized video oral histories with community activists to provide additional context 

to the posters in the collection as well as participated in a panel for the exhibition. We 

also organized poster-and-stencil-making workshops at two LGBTQ youth 

organizations and integrated the youth’s stencils into the installation design. 
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Image 3: Stencil Making Workshop at Griffith Youth Center, West Hollywood, 2010 

 

 
 

Image 4: Stencil Installation, ONE Archives Gallery, West Hollywood, CA, 2010 

 

Through these grassroots programming activities, we have developed relationships 

with artists and activists throughout the area who not only donate posters to the 

collection but also reach out to use graphics from the collection in their own projects. 

One of CSPG’s exciting new programs which has allowed greater opportunities for 

community engagement is called “Exhibitions-to-Go,” a flexible new exhibition 

format consisting of high-quality, laminated digitally reproduced versions of our 

original posters. This exhibition is easy to install and does not require the same 

security or environmental conditions as borrowing original posters, allowing them to 

be displayed in alternative spaces, outside of a formal gallery setting, such as 

community centres, libraries, and even outdoor festivals, thus broadening CSPG’s 

audience in underserved areas. The premiere exhibition for this format was Prison 

Nation: Posters on the Prison Industrial Complex. This has gone to over six venues in 

California over the last two years, primarily in California’s Joaquin Valley and Inland 

Empire, to areas significantly impacted by the state’s prison expansion. Some venues 

have specifically focused on communities directly impacted by the prison industrial 
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complex, such as the Youth & Family Empowerment Center in Stockton, California, 

which provides services and support to family members of people who are 

incarcerated.  At such venues, students often participate in programming such as 

panels or poster making working shops in conjunction with the exhibitions. Since 

reproductions are used, youth can also assist in curation and installation of the works. 
 

 
 

Image 5: Prison Nation Installation, Youth & Family Empowerment Center, 

Stockton, CA, 2013 

 

The format also allows for the posters to be used or displayed in political actions. 

For example, a selection of the exhibition was put on display during a demonstration 

over the conditions of Central California Women’s Prison in Chowchilla Valley. This 

not only helped broaden exposure to the works but also utilized the graphics as part of 

the protest. 
 

 
 

Image 6: Prison Nation Display at Chowchilla Freedom Rally, Chowchilla, CA, 2013 
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Collection Scope and Diversity 
 

By documenting social justice movements, the collection contains records of 

largely under-documented topics, issues, and communities.  The earliest graphics in 

the collection are mid-nineteenth century, but the bulk of the collection dates from the 

1960s to the present. CSPG has two criteria for accepting posters: they must have 

overt political content, and must have been produced in multiples (offset, lithograph, 

silkscreen, woodcut, or digital print). The requirement for being produced in multiple 

is because such production demonstrates intent to create and distribute the works, 

indicating some level of organizing around the issue/topic.  

Approximately 60% of the collection is about or produced in the United States, 

with about 40% being produced internationally or about international solidarity. 

Approximately 50% of the international collection is related to Latin America, 30% to 

Europe, 10% to Asia and the remaining 10% to Africa, the Middle East and Australia. 

The composition of the collecting areas largely demonstrates the grassroots nature of 

the collection. One of the primary reasons for the significant holdings of Latin 

American (and specifically Central American) materials is because of the founder’s 

early activism in the Central American solidarity movements, so many early donors 

were also involved in that area. In addition, a board member travels extensively 

throughout Europe every summer where he collects hundreds of posters to donate, 

which has contributed significantly to the European holdings of the collection. Both 

the international and domestic posters cover a wide range of political issues and 

represent very diverse communities, including but not limited to indigenous 

populations, African Americans, Chicanos and Latinos, LGBTQ individuals, the 

homeless, people with disabilities, people with HIV/AIDS, and the incarcerated. In 

addition, the posters often document events or works of little known individuals who 

were local community activists, for example Morris Kight, an early Los Angeles gay 

rights advocate, or Felix Ayson, a Filipino resident of San Francisco who was an 

activist for tenants’ rights.   
 

 
 

Image 7: Rachael Romero; San Francisco Poster Brigade; offset, 1979, San 

Francisco, CA 
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Archival Procedure Development 
 

In addition to such programming, CSPG has been making efforts to process and 

catalogue the collection to make it accessible to researchers since its incorporation in 

1989. The accessioning, processing, and cataloguing procedures evolved largely out 

of CSPG’s grassroots collection development and programming needs. Throughout its 

history, CSPG has employed several professionally trained archivists who have 

attempted to integrate archival standards with mixed success.  
 

Accessioning and Arrangement 

The first significant effort towards establishing archival procedures into the 

collection was in establishing standardized accessioning procedures. When CSPG was 

first incorporated, initial donations were logged in spiral notebooks with simply the 

date, the donor’s name, and a list of titles or count. The donor’s initials and month and 

year received were written in pencil on the back of every poster. 

Such individual labelling is necessary to accommodate CSPG’s arrangement which 

does not follow traditional archival practice of maintaining provenance and keeping 

acquisitions together. Instead, the collection is arranged by topic, artists or geographic 

region. This arrangement was originally developed around the needs of the collection 

as this sorting helped facilitate curation. However, this arrangement also best meets 

researchers’ needs as most are generally interested in subjects, artists or region, and 

very rarely the collector. Poster donations often consist of a range of un-related topics 

that were collected from various sources over significant periods of time. In addition, 

many donations often consist of small batches, or even single-items, making sorting 

by donation impractical. Having the acquisition information labelled on each 

individual poster allows us to identify the acquisition once the items are sorted and 

filed. However, the original acquisition information that was maintained was quite 

limited in context. In addition, the system of using initials and months and years was 

also inefficient as there could often be an overlap of initials, causing confusion.  

  One of the achievements of the first archivist hired in the mid-1990s was to create 

a more standardized accessioning policy to better track the provenance of the items. 

Each acquisition is now accessioned upon receipt, and assigned a unique acquisition 

number consisting of the year and the number of acquisition for that year (Eg: 2012-

001 would be the first acquisition of 2012). The unique acquisition number is written 

in pencil on the back of each individual poster before they are sorted and filed so 

items can be linked to their acquisition. The donation date, donor name and contact 

information, number of items, and a brief description of themes, artists, subjects, 

periods and/or countries represented are recorded and entered into the acquisition 

record in CSPG’s cataloguing management system, MIMSY XG. CSPG includes any 

additional contextual information the donor provides into this acquisition record, for 

example: “Collected at 2011 Labor Day March in Los Angeles” or “Produced in 

Oaxaca, Mexico, during 2006 general strike.” The acquisition record can be updated if 

additional information is provided at a later time. When an item is catalogued, the 

catalogue record is linked to its acquisition record. For un-catalogued items, the 

acquisition information can be accessed by searching the acquisition records in 

MIMSY XG for the acquisition number written on the back of the poster. This 

accessioning procedure was one of the first and most successful attempts of 

incorporating archival principals into CSPG’s practices as it has allowed us to 
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maintain the intellectual provenance and context of the individual items while 

dispersing donated works throughout the collection to meet our user and programming 

needs. 

NHPRC Project and Folder Level Description 

In 2012, CSPG was awarded its first federal grant from the National Historical 

Publications and Records Commission (NHPRC) for a large-scale processing and 

description project to bring more comprehensive access to the collection. This project 

consists of sorting un-processed backlog, reviewing sorted folders to identify relevant 

topics and themes, and describing the folders in MIMSY XG to generate a searchable 

finding aid for the collection which will be made available on the Online Archive of 

California and other online databases. Prior to this grant, CSPG only performed 

cataloguing on the item-level and did not have a searchable finding aid to provide 

description for any uncatalogued materials. While the approximately 26,000 unique 

titles catalogued at the item-level have a significant amount of intellectual access, 

approximately ¾ of the collection had very limited access. CSPG had maintained an 

inventory of the topics and sub-topics of folders and flat-file drawers in a Microsoft 

Excel document, which CSPG staff used to locate relevant un-catalogued materials 

for researchers. However, this inventory had very limited description related to the 

contents of the folders. While preparing the grant, I customized an unused module 

within catalogue management system, MIMSY XG, for the folder-level records and 

created fields to match standard finding aids:  Container, Title, Approximate Date, 

Approximate Count, Scope and Content, Notes and Restrictions. This folder metadata 

could then be exported directly from MIMSY and converted to Encoded Archival 

Description (EAD) using an open source tool tested prior to the grant. 
 

Challenges to Developing Standard Practices 

As CSPG had never previously catalogued on the folder-level, the archival staff 

(including two new full-time project archivists) developed new methods following 

archival standards as much as possible given the complexity of materials and existing 

organization of the collection. A primary challenge was developing the basic handling 

procedures for carrying out the description given the physical size and diversity of 

content. Because of the difficulty in handling the often oversize items, we determined 

that the folder-level description worked better as a two-person process, with one 

person moving posters side-to-side within the folder for review while the other 

entered the description into the database. In pairs, consisting of a Project Archivist 

and a volunteer or intern, they reviewed the contents of folders to identify and list any 

additional topics, makers, related people, events, references, or imagery which may be 

appropriate access points for researchers. Since the posters often have a significant 

amount of visual or content references, it was a continual challenge to determine how 

much description was necessary for access while still being efficient. The bulk of the 

description related to the folder contents goes into the scope and content fields. We 

created specific descriptions for the included tags or access points to try to indicate 

how the content was represented in the collection. We did not just want to create a list 

of keyword tags, as that may indicate all items were equally represented within the 

folders. Instead we have separate categories: Related Topics, Artists; Related People; 

and References. We felt this was important to suggest to potential users to what extent 
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the content was actually within the folder. For example, if the 1987 March on 

Washington is listed as a related topic it means that there is at least one specifically 

poster about the March on Washington [See Image 8]. However, if this is listed as a 

reference it means that it is not the subject of a poster but it is referenced in some way 

such as a photograph within a poster [See Image 9].  

 

 
Image 8: March for Life, Photo Concern, Inc., Offset, 1988, Arlington, VA 

 

 
Image 9: Bradley Radner, ACT UP/LA, Offset, 1989, Los Angeles, CA 
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Balancing Activist Language of Collection and Archival Standards 

One of the most significant challenges that we faced was balancing the activist 

content of the poster, as well as CSPG’s own activist mission and programming 

needs, with the more objective language of standardized archival description. While 

CSPG is general demonstrating a liberal or progressive stance in most of its 

programming, the project archivists and I all felt it was very important to strive for a 

more objective approach to the description to be more aligned with archival 

principles. Personally, I felt it was more important for us to strive for objectivity in the 

language of our archival description than at other institutions to help counter potential 

accusations that we may bias potential researchers given our mission and exhibition 

programs. However, the posters themselves often use highly politicized language 

which we felt also needed to be reflected in the description to make the description 

more representational of the works. The approach that we ultimately took to achieve 

this balance was distinguishing between folder titles and scope and contents fields. 

We aim for objectivity with the titles of folders as this is the language that CSPG is 

attributing to the contents fields of the folders. However, in the scope and contents, 

which include key terms from the posters, we felt it was appropriate to incorporate the 

language of the posters. This approach allowed us to be more objective in our own 

labelling and identification of the materials yet still represent the politics of the 

materials.  

As part of the process of preparing the collection to be described, the project team 

had to review existing sorting that had been performed by previous staff and 

volunteers. For efficiency, we tried to maintain the original sorting and only take out 

misfiled materials. We were often able to also maintain the original folder titles, but in 

many cases these had to be modified or changed completely to reflect the new 

description approach. Comparing some of the folder titles that were modified helps 

demonstrate the difference to this new approach. For example, previous folders within 

a region, such as Cuba or Nicaragua, included folders labelled “Heroes” or “Martyrs.” 

We reviewed the contents to see if there were enough posters related to any specific 

individuals to separate into his or her own folder. For the remaining, we created a 

subtopic folder for that region labelled “Individuals” (Example: “Nicaragua – 

Individuals”). The names of the individuals were listed within the scope and content 

as well as the issues the individuals were associated with if those could be easily 

identified. [See Image 10 for folder-level record example]. If posters used the words 

“martyrs,” we would include that term in the scope and content as well. However, we 

would not use that in the folder title as that would suggest CSPG identified those 

individuals as such. Similarly, within the Viet Nam War Era materials, there were 

folders labelled “Atrocities” which included posters of civilian deaths and injuries, 

primarily children with napalm burns. We changed this to “Civilian Deaths and 

Injuries,” then included specific individuals, locations, weapons, injuries, events, etc., 

in the scope and content field. 

Another challenge we have found in developing folder titles is the sensitivity of 

word choice when addressing military interventions and conflicts. For example, 

CSPG has a significant amount of posters about the Nicaraguan Revolution. Within 

these materials were several folders labelled “Armed Struggles.”  The project 

archivists and I all objected to this language as we felt the word struggle implied a 

position of support to the revolutionaries. This became a big debate between the 

archivists and executive director, who felt that “Armed Struggle” was most accurate 

and thus most appropriate to use. We had to explain that we were not debating the 
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accuracy of the term but the appropriateness of the word for that portion of the 

archival description. We finally settled on the term “Armed Conflict” which we felt 

was more objective and still accurately described the contents of the folders.  

 

 
Image 10: Example of CSPG folder-level MIMSY XG record 

 

 

Another challenge we faced was trying to maintain arrangements that were created 

around CSPG’s own exhibition development which we did not want to disturb as they 

were still in progress.  For example, one of CSPG’s board members, who is an art 

historian and poster collector, has been developing an exhibition about Chilean 

solidarity and began selecting and organizing potential posters for the proposed 

exhibition. He left the materials pulled from his initial curation in folders labelled 

with the exhibition sections for those posters. We do not want to sort those curated 

posters back into the Chilean poster collection as he is still trying to secure funding 

and a venue for the exhibition. Instead, we maintained the folders that he had created, 

and described them as we did the other folders in the collection. If his subtopics 

seemed appropriate, such as “Chile: Boycotts,” we would incorporate them into the 

folder name. In some cases when his topics were more general or broad, such as the 

intro and concluding sections, we used the title “Chile: Various Topics.” “Various 

Topics” as a subtopic within a region, artist, or broader topic that we have used for 

any folder which consists of posters with multiple topics that did not have enough 

items to justify an individual folder. This was an alternative to “Miscellaneous” or 

“General.” The various topics that are represented are then listed in the scope and 

contents field to provide access to users.  For these exhibition folders, we indicated in 

the note field that the items in the folder had been organized for a potential exhibition 

about Chilean solidarity to provide context to why the materials were organized 

together. In addition, we added an in-house note (which would not be visible to users 

or exported to the EAD finding aid) that the folder was specifically for the donor’s 
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exhibition and included his original folder title, so we would be able to retrieve it for 

him when needed. 

When trying to find the balance between the political content of the posters and 

CSPG’s own activist culture and professional standards, the content of the posters 

themselves often help with this balance by representing the diversity of issues relevant 

to larger political issues, helping better define and describe the topic. For example, we 

have a significant amount of posters related to police brutality. They were originally 

under the category of “Police Brutality,” which I was concerned was a politically 

loaded word, assuming “Police Abuse” would be more encompassing and less 

politically charged. However, I was surprised to learn upon some research that “Police 

Brutality” was a Library of Congress Authority Heading, not “Police Abuse,” and that 

“Police Brutality” is the most commonly accepted term encompassing other forms of 

abuse beyond excessive violence. The posters within the collection cover a wider 

diversity of issues within the area of “Police Brutality” including unwarranted 

surveillance, racial profiling, intimidation and police corruption. This diversity of 

issues allows us to demonstrate the range of abuses under the topic of “Police 

Brutality” which has such strong connotations with physical force. In several cases, 

we have enough posters on a sub-topic, such as “Racial Profiling,” to have its own 

folder. Then within that we may have posters related to such specific cases such as 

New York’s “Stop and Frisk” law which would be identified in the scope and contents  

[See Image 11]. In this way, the posters themselves can help better shape the 

description and more fully define the political issue, while maintaining more objective 

language in the folder titles. 

 

 
Image 11: United Healthcare Workers East, Offset, 2012, New York, NY 
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Developing Inclusive Language for Diverse Communities 

Another significant challenge we have faced when developing the description 

process has been determining appropriate and inclusive description for the many 

diverse communities and cultures represented within the collection. As discussed, we 

have a significant international collection and a range of diversity within that 

international collection, which creates unique processing challenges, primarily the 

lack of cultural knowledge and language skills necessary to accurately assess the wide 

variety of materials in the collection. While we utilize the language skills of staff and 

volunteers as much as possible, we are often limited to basic online translations to try 

to determine the meaning of the materials for many portions of the collection. And, in 

many cases, even if we are able to interpret the words within the poster, the meaning 

is unclear because we do not have the historic or cultural background to understand 

the message. Obviously, we cannot spend extensive time performing research on 

individual posters for basic folder-level cataloguing, so we identify the information 

we can such as dates, names and references to include in description. For areas of the 

collection which are more extensive, such as our German collection, we will try to 

recruit German-speaking volunteers, preferably with background knowledge in 

German history and events, to help with this processing. However, for smaller areas 

of the collection, such as posters from Latvia, Zimbabwe or Sri Lanka, it is difficult to 

recruit and train volunteers specifically for those specialized areas, especially when 

we may only have a couple folders on the topic.   

We are also conscious that we are not a collection representing a specific 

community or culture and thus are careful not to attribute insider positions or 

language into our folder titles. In this way, we may ultimately use terms differently 

than a community-based archive may when describing its own community’s 

materials. Returning to the example of the posters related to the Nicaraguan 

Revolution, we ultimately decided to use the folder-title “Armed Conflict,” instead of 

“Armed Struggle,” as we felt the word “struggle” demonstrated a position of 

solidarity. However, if we were a Nicaraguan community collection, we may have 

been comfortable using the word “struggle,” as the materials do represent the struggle 

of the community the organization was representing. Another example is the 

terminology used in describing our Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender, Queer 

(LGBTQ) materials. We generally use the inclusive LGBTQ for describing most of 

these materials, or specific terms (Lesbian, Transgender, etc) individually to describe 

materials related only to that specific community. We avoid identifying folders titles 

with terms which may be considered insider language, such as “Genderqueer,” even if 

such terms would be an accurate description for the materials.  However, we do 

include that language in the scope and content fields when the language is used in the 

poster. In addition, if the posters all relate to an organization or event which uses such 

language, such as “Queer Nation,” we will that name as the folder title. 

 One way in which we try to better represent the communities and cultures 

within the collection, while still not applying our own labels on folder-titles, is by 

including the poster’s own language in the scope and content fields. This is especially 

important in cases when the original language may have additional cultural or 

political connotations that may not be fully expressed in the English translation. For 

example, in the posters related to the violence against women and murders in Juarez, 

Mexico, the terminology most commonly used is “feminicidio,” which we have 

included as a related topic within the scope and content, along with the translation 

“femicide.” Similarly, we also have a significant amount of posters related to “los 
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desaparecidos” in Argentina, who were political dissenters illegally abducted and 

often tortured and killed, during the 1970s-1980s. We include both the Spanish as 

well as the English “The Disappeared,” as the original language is largely tied to the 

specific politics of that issue. Using both also helps increase the access points for the 

topic. In many cases, we include slang in the original language if the use or frequent 

occurrence within the materials suggests it may have additional connotations. For 

example, we have included the word “Kraak” for squatting in Dutch or “Bullen” for 

police in German. By including relevant terms and language from the original posters, 

we are attempting to more inclusively and appropriately reflect the community and 

culture the materials are representing.  
 

Articulating the Significance of Archival Principles and Standards 

An additional unanticipated challenge was the extent to which it would be 

necessary to articulate and explain the significance of the project and description to 

the rest of CSPG’s staff. CSPG has a small staff of five full-time employees, 

including myself, the two Project Archivists, the Executive Director, Program 

Director and Administrative Assistant. The executive director and former program 

director (position currently in transition) are the staff members primarily responsible 

for exhibition and programming development as well as the overall organization 

development and administration. Both have Art History and Graphic Arts academic 

backgrounds, and a long history of activism and community organizing. Prior to the 

grant proposal, neither was familiar with archival principles and their experience with 

cataloguing and description was limited to the item-level cataloguing performed at 

CSPG. Their first exposure to archival finding aids were the examples I provided 

while we were preparing the NHPRC grant proposal. Both recognized that such 

description would provide wider access to the collection and also appreciated that the 

processing would help us better identify materials within the collection, both for our 

own needs as well as researchers.  

However, when we actually began processing and describing the collection, we 

were met with resistance on several occasions, especially over the amount or type of 

content that should be included in the folder-level description as well as the language 

used in the description. While observing the work performed, there were concerns that 

relevant information was being excluded, such as the history behind references or 

subjects within a specific poster. However, we had to stress that such information was 

not appropriate for this level of description, which aimed to efficiently provide the 

most relevant access through only key words, not full contextual notes. If the work 

was prioritized for item-level cataloguing, we could include that much content, but it 

was not appropriate for folder-level description. We also emphasized repeatedly that 

we were still providing more information than we had previously. 

There was also much debate and resistance about the efforts to be more objective 

in the folder-titles within the folder-level description. I believe this debate may have 

been heightened more in our organization because the non-archival staff was not only 

unfamiliar with archival principles but also had activist backgrounds and perspectives 

on the materials which may seemingly contradict the archival standards. Their instinct 

was to use the politicized language which they felt helps draw more attention to the 

issue, and, in their opinion was generally more accurate. For example, the proposal to 

use “Armed Conflict” as an alternative to “Armed Struggle,” discussed earlier, was 

met with resistance and inspired significant debate. There was an expression of 
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concern that the archival staff was simply not well-versed with the conflict and issues, 

suggesting this ignorance influenced our decision of word choice. However, we had to 

clarify that we were not arguing that “Armed Struggle” was necessarily inaccurate, 

and our decision wasn’t based on our understanding of the topic. Instead, it was based 

on an attempt to follow archival principles and practices. We had to articulate the 

significance and value in aiming for objectivity in archival description, explaining it is 

not the archivists’ role to interpret the materials for the researcher. Instead, the 

archivist should make efforts to not demonstrate his or her own position in the 

description as this may shape the researchers’ own interpretation of the work. 

We also had to advocate for ourselves and our work, emphasizing that CSPG hired 

professionally trained archivists for this grant project specifically for their knowledge 

of the archival field and practices. Unlike our exhibitions and programming which 

they oversaw, this type of description was more in line with archival principles, so 

they needed to trust the archival staff to manage this aspect of the collection. I also 

emphasized that the work we performed, including any description which may use 

more objective language, would not impact the language used in the organization’s 

exhibitions or programming. Thus, the archival description was not hindering any of 

the activist programs or grassroots community work the organization provided. In 

fact, it helps complement CSPG’s other work as the description can help staff identify 

more materials to utilize in our own programming in addition to providing more 

access to researchers.  

Conclusion 

Overall, CSPG’s efforts to implement archival principles and professional 

standards have provided more comprehensive access to the collection to a wider 

researcher audience. CSPG’s exhibitions and programming have remained primarily 

grassroots, focusing on community engagement and often working specifically with 

areas generally underserved by the arts. With the new description methods, we are 

now expanding the audience we are serving. As we have attempted to integrate more 

archival standards into our processing, especially for the folder-level description, the 

archival staff has faced several challenges as we have tried to incorporate these 

standards while representing the often politicized content of the materials as well as 

meet CSPG’s activist programming needs.  Perhaps the most significant challenge has 

been balancing the politicized content and language of the posters with the more 

objective language consistent with archival standards. The approach we have taken is 

making the distinction between the language used in folder-titles, in which we aim for 

objectivity, and scope and content notes, which include the language from the posters, 

thus allowing more politically loaded terminology. Similarly, as the collection 

represents many diverse cultures and communities, many that are often traditionally 

under-represented in archival collections, we faced the challenge of representing these 

cultures accurately and respectfully while also acknowledging that we are not a 

community-based repository that can appropriately utilize insider language. Again, 

distinguishing between fields has helped with this issue as well, as incorporating the 

language of the posters allows us to more appropriately represent the communities 

while striving for objectivity in the folder-titles. While the archival staff has been 

satisfied with this balance and feels it is a professionally appropriate way to represent 

this politically and culturally unique collection, we faced the unexpected challenge of 

having to justify the significance of such methods to the rest of the staff. This forced 

us to be advocates for ourselves as professionals as well as for the significance of 
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archival standards. Ultimately, having to justify the value of these professional 

standards before moving forward with such description helped us develop a clearer 

understanding of our processes and methodologies.  

To date, the project team has described over 2000 folders which have now been 

exported and converted to EAD and is now available on the Online Archive of 

California. New description will be added as completed. This content is now available 

for researcher discovery even if they were not specifically attempting to research 

CSPG. Having this finding aid thus gives us greater exposure to scholars and 

researchers, providing greater potential for future scholarship about the collection. In 

this way, the efforts we have made to professionalize processing and description has 

complemented CSPG’s other community efforts to demonstrate the significance of the 

collection materials to the public.  
 


