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CHAPTER 10

Between Accession 
and Secession
Political Mayhem and Archival 
Transparency in Charleston, 
South Carolina
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Mary Jo Fairchild

Introduction
In the summer of 2017, the College of Charleston Special Collections department 
received a small collection of newspaper articles, correspondence, and ephemeral 
objects generated by the South Carolina Secessionist Party (SCSP), an organiza-
tion devoted to “preserving southern heritage” with goals that include “educating 
the public about their rights as citizens” while “fighting political correctness and 
political corruption.”1 The Latin phrase Vindicata Libertas Servari stands in sharp 
relief on the homepage of the organization’s website, a prelude to the revengeful 
neo-Confederate aspirations more fully evident in the subpages, blog posts, and 
social media content generated by the SCSP.2

At the time, the profile of this neo-Confederate group was elevated because 
of a campaign to parade and display the Confederate flag in public spaces, includ-
ing the College of Charleston’s campus. Known colloquially as “flaggings,” these 
events are assemblages dominated by racist and xenophobic rhetoric and sym-
bols. Tensions surrounding the public display of the Confederate flag in South 
Carolina were heightened in the immediate aftermath of the violence instigated 
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by white supremacists in Charlottesville, Virginia. Precariously balanced on top 
of already raw sentiments surrounding the contentious symbol and its affiliation 
with the 2015 shooting at Mother Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal (AME) 
Church, the potential acquisition of the SCSP materials was inherently contro-
versial, especially for historically marginalized and underrepresented individuals 
on campus and in the larger community. Acquiring such a collection was sure to 
send polarizing messages.

As is the case with many neo-Confederate organizations, the base of the SCSP 
was built and continues to thrive on a post-truth foundation in which propaganda 
spreads via social media and other web-based platforms.3 The SCSP promoted 
news of the collection deposit to the College of Charleston Special Collections on 
its Facebook page (see figure 10.1) hours after the initial transfer took place.4 The 
rhetoric crafted by the SCSP for this post gave the impression that the College of 
Charleston was allied with the beliefs of the SCSP and its followers. 

Figure 10�1
SCSP Facebook 
post promoting 
the deposit 
of materials 
to the College 
of Charleston 
as a means of 
legitimizing 
a post-truth 
agenda. 
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A cursory glance at the comments on SCSP online platforms reveals that 
most of the constituents affiliating themselves with this organization are hate-
filled, racist, and prone to invoke Second Amendment rights early and often. 
Without a proactive statement from the College of Charleston, the way faculty 
and staff across campus learned of the deposit5 was through the distorted lens of 
the SCSP’s Facebook post.

Using evidence and experiences from the scenario described above, our goal 
is to articulate strategies that create spaces for constructive dialogue in circum-
stances surrounding the acquisition of and access to contentious collections in 
archival repositories. Our approach to defining these strategies is twofold. First, 
we leverage our experiences with the SCSP collection to demonstrate the neces-
sity for explicit public outreach and education surrounding the intentions and 
alliances of archival repositories in scenarios involving contentious collections. 
Analyzing textual sources, policies, and social media posts, we will provide the 
background before examining the current climate and scenario. Next, we situate 
these experiences within larger theoretical frameworks of post-crisis discourse 
and radical empathy to explore issues related to communication, transparency, 
and accessibility. We offer practical suggestions for addressing these challenges 
while fostering more open and reflective dialogue. Ultimately, this case study 
will articulate strategies for information professionals engaged at the forefront 
of acquiring and facilitating access to difficult and potentially controversial re-
sources.

History of a Symbol: The 
Confederate Flag in South 
Carolina
As historians and archivists, we recognize that the Confederate flag, the symbol 
around which the SCSP rallies, serves for many as a representation of racist be-
liefs, hateful intentions, and oppressive policies that adversely affect historically 
marginalized persons. For many, “a flag is a condensation symbol, meaning much 
more than the cloth, threads, and dyes that construct it.”6 The Confederate flag 
was designed by a South Carolinian and adopted by the Confederate States of 
America in 1861. In the decades following Reconstruction, the flag became an 
icon of vitriolic Redemption, Lost Cause, and states’ rights political discourse. A 
fierce denial of the centrality of enslaved labor to the American Civil War always 
accompanies these ideological positions—despite language from the Declaration 
of the Immediate Causes Which Induce and Justify the Secession of South Carolina, 
which clearly stated that the decision to secede resulted from “increasing hostility 
on the part of the non-slaveholding States to the institution of slavery.”7
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However, it was not until the Civil Rights era that the Confederate flag was 
installed at the top of the Statehouse dome in Columbia as part of centennial 
commemorations of the conflict in 1961. By flying the Confederate flag on cap-
itol grounds, the state of South Carolina sent a clear and exclusionary message 
that “glorified and memorialized slavery, Jim Crow, and subsequent resistance to 
change.”8 As one journalist recently noted, “The flag was created by an army raised 
to kill in defense of slavery [and] revived by a movement that killed in defense of 
segregation.”9

In 2000, the South Carolina branch of the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NA ACP) successfully lobbied for the remov-
al of the Confederate flag from the dome of the Statehouse, only for the symbol 
to be relocated to a place of prominence on official Statehouse grounds. Fifteen 
years later, in the wake of the shooting at Mother Emanuel AME Church, the 
state legislature passed a bill to remove the flag from Statehouse grounds fol-
lowing days of unrest, peaceful protesting, and gestures of civil disobedience 
by activists such as Bree Newsome. Subsequently, several monographs were 
written, including the Charleston Syllabus: Readings on Race, Racism, and Racial 
Violence, which was edited by Chad Williams, Kidada E. Williams, and Keisha 
N. Blain.10

Institutional Context and 
History
The College of Charleston was established in 1770, and for the majority of its 
nearly 250-year existence, only white men were eligible for matriculation. The 
first white women enrolled in 1918, and the first students of color enrolled in 
1968. Desegregating the College of Charleston was a decades-long struggle. 
African American students at the Avery Normal School, the forerunner of the 
Avery Research Center for African American History and Culture, attempted 
to desegregate the college in 1944 and were met with hostility from the col-
lege’s administration.11 From 2016 to 2018, (in 2018, there was a .3 percent in-
crease) the enrollment numbers, as seen in figure 10.2, decreased for African 
American students, but overall there has been an increase in underrepresented 
minority student populations (figure 10.3). The campus and community must 
consider what caused this sharp decline and what can assist in making inroads 
to increase African American student enrollment numbers. According to esti-
mates from the 2017 United States Census, African Americans are 26.8 percent 
of the South Carolina population and underrepresented minorities consist of 
29.1 percent of the state.



 Between Accession and Secession 239

Figure 10�2
College of 
Charleston Office 
of Institutional 
Research. “College 
of Charleston—
Percent of Black or 
African American 
Undergraduate 
Students.” Last 
updated December 
2018, http://
institutional-
research.cofc.edu/
docs/dashboard/
BAA_Rates_UG.pdf.)

Figure 10�3
College of Charleston Office of Institutional Research. “College of 
Charleston—Percent of Under Represented Minority Undergraduate Students.” 
Last updated December 2018, http://institutional-research.cofc.edu/docs/
dashboard/URM_Rates_UG.pdf.)
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Figure 10.4 demonstrates that within the past three years, there has been a 
nearly 2 percent increase in hiring of underrepresented minority faculty. This 
increase shows that effort is being made. However, the climate and culture into 
which these new faculty are being hired have not changed. The conversations about 
injustice, sexism, and other oppressive systems that were previously dismissed by 
the college administration, faculty, staff, and students need to be had on campus 
in order for the college to survive and thrive. Progress is happening because some 
students, staff, and faculty are actively agitating for the college to do better, as seen 
in the recent focus groups for a new college president. The College of Charleston 
and other institutions of higher education must embrace faculty and students of 
color and all their identities. Later in this chapter, we will discuss the importance 
and value of radical empathy, which relies on an understanding of intersectionality.

Figure 10�4
College of Charleston Office of Institutional Research. “College of 
Charleston—Percentage of Under Represented Minority Instructional 
Faculty.” Last updated December 2018, http://institutional-research.cofc.
edu/docs/dashboard/Pecentage_URM_Faculty.pdf.)
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Library Context
The College of Charleston library system is comprised of several departmental 
entities and branches. In addition to divisions for public services and technology 
and collections and content services, there are two archival repositories, each with 
a distinct mission and collecting scope.

Established in 1985, the Avery Research Center for African American Histo-
ry and Culture has the mission to evaluate, acquire, organize, preserve, and make 
available materials that promote the unique history and culture of the African 
diaspora, with emphasis on Charleston, the South Carolina Lowcountry, and be-
yond. The Avery Research Center opened in 1990 and became affiliated with the 
College of Charleston due to efforts undertaken by alumni of the Avery Normal 
Institute. According to the 2016 Collection Development Policy, the center acces-
sions printed material, manuscript records, and artifacts that support its mission 
and has collections from the nineteenth century to the present that document civ-
il rights, labor movements, education, and church records.14

The mission of the College of Charleston Special Collections is to evaluate, 
acquire, organize, preserve, and make available rare printed and archival materials. 
According to the 2016 Collection Development Policy, Special Collections is “pri-
marily interested in acquiring materials that will add value to the existing collec-
tions,” which include “relevant papers of trustees, administrators, faculty, staff, and 
former students.”15 As it happens, Special Collections has existing collections that 
relate to political extremism, white supremacy, and alt-right organizations. For ex-
ample, the papers of William Vincent Moore, a professor of political science at the 
College of Charleston from 1972 to 2009, document scholarly engagement with 
American political extremism and South Carolina politics. The Moore papers in-
clude newsletters, booklets, pamphlets, direct mailings, and other printed ephem-
era issued by a range of organizations, movements, and ideologies from across the 
political spectrum. Also included is Moore’s correspondence with assorted white 
supremacist and far-right groups as well as interviews, radio programs, lectures, 
videos, and music relating to white supremacy, the Ku Klux Klan, and the far right.16

However, it is important to note that Moore was a professor and the acquisi-
tion of his papers was a logical extension of the primary division-level collection 
development mandate to acquire materials that document the institutional his-
tory and faculty research achievements at the College of Charleston. Individuals 
responsible for generating the SCSP papers that were given to Special Collections 
had no such pre-existing affiliation with the College of Charleston. Instead, a 
marked wariness of the SCSP was present on campus in light of the aforemen-
tioned flaggings. To make matters even more contentious, the atmosphere became 
increasingly polarized as leaders of the SCSP publicly baited the then-president of 
the College of Charleston, a former politician and member of the Sons of Confed-
erate Veterans, to support flaggings and partisan debates on campus.
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Discussions about neutrality and bias are increasingly common in archival pro-
fessional literature. The potential accession of the SCSP papers further underscores 
the role of the current political climate in the everyday workings of the archives and 
the impact on both archivists and campus or community stakeholders. Given the 
sensitive nature of the materials and the tense political atmosphere, a public state-
ment to clarify the policy-guided decision to potentially acquire the papers of the 
SCSP could have prevented the public relations crisis that followed. While the Col-
lection Development Policy is available on the library website, for all intents and 
purposes, the document is internal, nested beneath several layers of content. Li-
brarians, archivists, and administrators who are aware of mandates and guidelines 
contained therein are also responsible for boosting dialogue and fostering public 
awareness of policy-guided decisions. In sum, the rationale for potentially acquiring 
the SCSP papers was supported at the policy level, but the questionable public pro-
file of the donating entity, coupled with the torrent of racial violence and racist acts 
rippling throughout the nation, made sensitivity, communication, and care around 
the deposit essential.17

Responses to the Unilateral 
Accession of a Controversial 
Collection
Scrutiny of institutional discourse following a crisis such as the one described in 
this chapter can offer us a means for identifying new strategies for dialogue and 
policy-level modifications in increasingly polarized intellectual and community 
spaces. As a result, of the political mayhem in the aftermath of the SCSP collec-
tion deposit, pockets of outrage erupted across campus. One of the forms the 
outrage took was an email thread, comprised of teaching faculty who are women 
of color, expressing concern about the implications of acquiring the papers of the 
SCSP.

One faculty member noted that they did not discount the research value of 
the collection but felt disrespected by how it was brought to campus and the lack 
of communication to stakeholders (i.e., the campus community at large):

Not knowing about the acquisition in light of Char-
lottesville, in light of the impending “flagging” of the 
campus, in light of my ignored query to the president 
of this College, in light of the way I have been feeling 
about being African American in this country—to ac-
quire and have it celebrated in such a despicable way 
on THEIR [Facebook] page and not ours, to give us no 
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heads up so that we might calm our nerves and then 
the nerves of those who reach toward us—THAT IS MY 
ISSUE. THAT. Not the collection. Not the reason you got 
it. THE WAY IT WAS HANDLED. From my perspective, 
this is a glaring example of disregard. This is a glaring 
example of disrespect. This is a glaring example of no 
safe zone.18

Faculty were also concerned with the nature of the materials and the lack 
of academic scrutiny involved in deciding to accept the deposit. Multiple schol-
ars across several disciplines called for transparency and public statements that 
would “inform the campus community so they might, too, proffer explanations 
when the phone calls, texts, and emails come.”19

Ultimately, several faculty members officially challenged the acquisition of the 
SCSP collection. The process by which an acquisition is challenged as outlined in 
the College of Charleston Libraries’ Collection Development Policy is vague and 
rests on “guidelines endorsed by the American Library Association’s Intellectual 
Freedom Manual.”20 Central to this challenge process is the concept of censorship 
which, according to the policy, “will not be tolerated.” In this case, intolerance of 
censorship and limitations on free speech were conflated with embrace of aca-
demic freedom. The false equivalence between censorship and free speech on one 
hand and academic freedom on the other reinforces “power inequities institution-
alized through economies, gender roles, race, and social class … and ensures that 
all voices do not carry the same weight.”21 Reframing the potential acquisition of 
the SCSP papers under the umbrella of academic freedom, library administration 
selected a review committee of “independent (non-library) subject experts” whose 
judgment would inform the “decision to keep or deaccession the collection.”22 The 
SCSP papers underwent faculty review, and was ultimately rejected by the Dean 
of Libraries.

As archivists, we understand the importance and value of preserving the his-
tory of these organizations. However, the unilateral acceptance of the SCSP pa-
pers deposit, the libraries’ framing of it under the umbrella of academic freedom 
(while invalidating legitimate concerns voiced by teaching faculty of color), and 
the lack of transparent communication created a crisis. In 1940, the American 
Association of University Professors and of the Association of American Colleges 
(now the Association of American Colleges and Universities) developed the State-
ment of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure. This document stated, “Insti-
tutions of higher education are conducted for the common good and not to fur-
ther the interest of either the individual teacher or the institution as a whole. The 
common good depends upon the free search for truth and its free exposition.”23 
Collecting these records is a part of the common good, but not at the expense of 
empathetic conduct and a critical lens.
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With the intent to prevent such a debacle from occurring again, all archival 
entities at the College of Charleston are now required to go through a scrupulous 
accession process, which includes multiple independent and documented apprais-
als for content and subject matter as well as the final approval of administrators 
at the highest levels. For the purposes of this case study, it is important to note 
that before this process was activated, there was very little accountability in place 
to guarantee transparency and ethical decision-making at the point of acquisition 
and appraisal of collections. A single individual could accept any collection he, she, 
or they deemed significant and relevant to perceived mission and collecting scope 
of the repository. To be sure, it is important to respect the professional judgement 
of individuals laboring in the archival field. However, the act of appraisal is inher-
ently judgmental and subjective.24 To limit opacity and earn community trust, it is 
essential to use some manner of decision-making that is both visible and collective 
when acquiring archival materials. Furthermore, the inherently reactive system for 
“challenging” contentious acquisitions in place was the only recourse for pushing 
back against an acquisition once it was signed, sealed, and delivered.

Conversely, the new process (figure 10.5) is relatively proactive. Potential collec-
tions are accepted on a provisional basis pending evaluation, and a Temporary Custo-
dy Receipt for the materials under consideration is signed by both the donor and the 
faculty member with whom the donor is working. A dossier that will ultimately house 
all important paperwork attached to the potential accession is also created.

After temporary custody is established, the collection goes through a process 
of appraisal and recommendation. Separate written evaluations from at least two 
faculty members regarding the material’s relevance and alignment (or lack there-
of) with the collecting scope, goals, and mission of the repository are conducted. 
The potential acquisition is also discussed at monthly departmental meetings. Ap-
praisal and Recommendation Forms and meeting minutes document this phase 
of the process.

Once a potential acquisition is appraised and discussed, the dossier containing 
the completed Temporary Custody Receipt, two Appraisal and Recommendation 
Forms, and a completed Deed of Gift is sent to the Dean of Libraries for signature.25

Figure 10�5
College of Charleston’s archival accession workflow
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Looking Forward
In the aftermath of this controversial acquisition, part of the library administra-
tion’s response was to offer a rationale behind its lack of transparency and commu-
nication to the campus community and larger Charleston community. In email 
correspondence, administration acknowledged damages resulting from its failure 
to consult with scholars in relevant fields, including African American Studies. 
Furthermore, they expressed the desire to continue the discussion in order to in-
form procedures for addressing contentious collections before accession.

This response illustrates “normative readjustment,” a phrase used by scholars 
of post-crisis discourse and organizational change to acknowledge “inadequate 
risk recognition” and intentions to undergo what post-crisis theorists call “orga-
nizational learning and renewal.”26 Despite the absence of forethought given to 
the consequences of the possible SCSP acquisition, this response does suggest a 
way to move forward. The authors of this case study are responsible for providing 
access to archival material and information while fostering dialogue with the pub-
lic. This scenario effectively placed us between a rock and a hard place. It created 
obstacles to accomplishing our work with integrity and made our public spaces 
and reading rooms contentious and downright unsafe for patrons and constitu-
ents who identify as members of historically marginalized groups, most notably 
persons of color. The decision to potentially accession an archival collection rep-
resenting the work of a neo-Confederate group was a breach of an already very 
fragile trust. While lack of communication networks on campuses are certainly 
not unusual, the currently polarized political climate requires us to rethink cur-
rent practices and offer a space for more dialogue.

Evidence from this case study clarifies that there are networks of communi-
cation (figure 10.6) through which strategic and transparent information must be 
channeled. We have identified four critical communication networks that needed 
to be addressed: (1) library and teaching/research faculty, (2) librarians/archi-
vists and college administration, (3) campus-wide and library, and (4) campus 
and community.

Figure 10�6
Library communication 
networks
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Library and Teaching/Research Faculty
The communication network between library and teaching/research faculty en-
compasses two channels. One is via the Faculty Senate’s Committee on the Li-
brary, and the other is librarians and archivists as subject and instructional liai-
sons to faculty and students across all disciplines. The committee is composed of 
members of the teaching faculty as well as representatives from the library, usually 
at the dean and department head level. According to previous meeting minutes, 
discussion is chiefly oriented toward the materials budget and facilities and not ar-
chival collections.27 This committee would be an ideal space for discussion of the 
content and subject matter of collections. Perhaps most importantly, outreach and 
promotion of information pertaining to library and archives acquisitions could be 
shared with the faculty at large through this committee.

Unfortunately, the library’s response to faculty concerns was severely lack-
ing in cultural sensitivity and awareness of the implications of potentially acces-
sioning this collection in the midst of this polarizing political climate. Applying 
a feminist ethics of care may have produced a different outcome throughout this 
review process. As articulated in their 2016 article titled “From Human Rights 
to Feminist Ethics: Radical Empathy in the Archives,” authors Michelle Caswell 
and Marika Cifor provided a framework of implementing radical empathy in the 
archives. The framework of radical empathy stems from an ethics of care situated 
under the larger umbrella of feminist ethics, which “stresses the way that people 
are linked to each other and larger communities through webs of responsibili-
ties.”28 When employing radical empathy in the archives, Caswell and Cifor pro-
posed a shift in thinking about the ways in which archivists relate to the follow-
ing stakeholders: (1) the records creator, (2) the subject of the records, (3) users/
researchers, and (4) the larger community.29 In the context of the SCSP papers at 
the College of Charleston, the library’s administration neglected to interrogate 
or consider the relationships and responsibilities that would be impactful if this 
collection was accessioned.

The library’s failure to consult with the larger campus community  reveals 
limitations in institutional capacities of racial empathy. By practicing empathy to-
ward the records creator and subjects of the records, but not the users/researchers 
or the larger community, the library neglected to acknowledge the asymmetrical 
power dynamics in archival decision-making, as well as continuing to reinforce 
patriarchal and white-dominated power structures.30

The mandate to document and track the acquisitions process outlined 
above came too late to mitigate the damage wrought by the absence of radical 
empathy in the archives at the College of Charleston. However, this new process 
inserted at the preliminary stage of collection appraisal is also a relatively con-
structive institutional response to a crisis. Matthew Seeger and other post-crisis 
discourse scholars show that “crises may become critical lessons for organiza-
tions regarding short-sightedness, indifference, and hubris.” Furthermore, crisis 
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situations “may also help organizations shed outdated assumptions and point 
out directions for growth and renewal.”31 The institutional mandate for adjust-
ment at the stage of collection appraisal was a step in the right direction. If rad-
ical empathy had been undertaken during the process, the archives would have 
(1) taken into account how the donor (SCSP) would have used the donation to 
further its agenda given its previous tactics; (2) informed teaching faculty of 
color about the collection, not in order to change the decision in collecting it, 
but to acknowledge that the library recognizes the potential challenges it raises 
due to the mission and vision of the SCSP; (3) made a public announcement 
through college channels about not only this collection, but all collections; and 
(4) made an effort to collect alternative perspectives of the organization so this 
collection would not stand unchallenged. The third and fourth examples have 
an added benefit of providing transparency about the collecting areas and a way 
for archivists to discuss documentation practices and to advocate for underrep-
resented histories.

Greater control over the appraisal process can limit the unilateral accession 
of materials. However, additional assurance for transparency would make the in-
stitutional response more impactful. As Richard J. Cox wrote, “If we fail in mak-
ing good appraisal decisions (or for that matter, we fail in making the public un-
derstand what appraisal represents) we cannot do very well in any other archival 
endeavor.”32

Librarians/Archivists and College Administration
This section encompasses communication between librarians/archivists and col-
lege administration. Each library department has a departmental head who re-
ports to the Dean of Libraries, who then reports to the Provost and Executive Vice 
President for Academic Affairs. This line of hierarchy means that communication 
travels from the top down with minimal input from practitioners. This communi-
cation network does not offer a shared governance model.

An acquisition of and any challenge to a collection would have traditionally 
stayed within the library, but due to the polarizing nature of the political climate 
and faculty pressuring the college administration to respond to the SCSP call to 
“flag” the campus, awareness of the collection rose to the attention of the college 
administration and board of trustees. The result was the acquisitions process that 
is outlined above. This development has had mixed results. On the positive side, 
administrators know that the archives exist and have demonstrable value. On the 
negative side, there was the threat that the college could autocratically deny an 
acquisition, raising concerns about impacts on collecting. Ultimately, as we have 
demonstrated in this chapter, the subsequent review and appraisal of the collec-
tions allow us to reflect and examine why a collection should be included while 
creating space for dialogue with teaching faculty about these matters.
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Campus-wide and Library
Academia as a whole is dominated by cisgender white men, while the library and 
archival profession is dominated by cisgender white women, with cisgender white 
men not far behind. This fact is clearly seen in this case, as the library leadership 
reflects this demographic. The lack of diversity in library leadership has an impact 
on power dynamics, privilege, and world perspective, which impacts what people 
see as important, what is valuable and historical, and who should be included in 
decision-making and any communication strategy. The library’s communication 
strategy encompasses how it markets, educates, and promotes its services to the 
broader campus community comprised of staff, faculty, and students. The main 
communication method is the library’s website, where information about upcom-
ing events, new databases, and exhibitions is distributed.

Through instruction sessions, we can talk about the rights of individuals as 
well as how and for whom spaces are constructed, which encourages discourse 
about power and privilege and whose history is preserved and elevated. As noted 
above, through radical empathy we have an opportunity to educate faculty and stu-
dents about documentation practices and their relationship to trust and commu-
nity building. Many of those within the campus community, even those who use 
archives, do not understand archival practice and its relationship to conversations 
about neutrality. Furthermore, some librarians and archivists do not have the lan-
guage or will to talk about this with campus stakeholders due to their own biases 
or lack of knowledge. Therefore, for librarians and archivists wishing to better un-
derstand power and privilege in archives, we recommend consulting the writings 
of scholars such as Bergis Jules, Ricardo Punzalan, Michelle Caswell, Stacie Wil-
liams, Jarrett Drake, April Hathcock, Terry Cook, and Anne Gilliland, who have 
written consistently about power, neutrality, white supremacy, and archives.33

Campus and Charleston Community
The College of Charleston campus is situated in the heart of the urban core of 
downtown Charleston and is the fifth largest employer in the County of Charles-
ton (2,000 employees).34 In 2018, 28.7 percent of its student body came from the 
county.35 The main communication tool of the campus is its website and its asso-
ciated publications, such as CofC Today (online publication) and the College of 
Charleston Magazine (printed). Additionally, individual faculty members at the 
college may write articles or op-eds in the newspaper about local and national 
matters. It is also important to note that, until June 2018, the president and public 
face of the campus was former Senator and Lt. Governor of South Carolina Glenn 
F. McConnell, who had a divisive tenure at the college.

Through these networks of communication, there are plenty of opportunities 
for confusion and misunderstanding, but also opportunities for unity. For exam-
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ple, outspoke and robust community participation in the search for Glenn McCo-
nnell's successor resulted in the election of the first non-white president to lead 
the 250-year-old institution. Our experiences being in this space and place pro-
vide us with a unique perspective on what can happen when input is given from 
all perspectives.

As previously mentioned, the only announcement the larger Charleston 
community received regarding this collection deposit were the SCSP social me-
dia posts. While we cannot know the reach or impact that these posts had, the 
library’s silence on this matter was problematic. We lost the ability to construct a 
narrative about why the collection was deposited, how we imagined it being used, 
and what archives represent.

Conclusion
As we move forward as a campus, a community, and a nation, it is imperative that 
the library and archives remember that their work does not exist in a vacuum. 
Furthermore, we must acknowledge that archival and library work cannot operate 
in the same manner as it has in the past. As a profession, we can no longer hide be-
hind “academic freedom” and “collecting the record.” As a part of this realization, 
relevant and timely dialogue is being fostered within professional associations. 
Notably, at the 2018 American Library Association (ALA) Annual Meeting in 
New Orleans, the ALA Office of Intellectual Freedom (OIF) updated the Library 
Bill of Rights on Meeting Rooms to include language regarding who can use li-
brary spaces, adding wording about hate groups and how they are permitted to 
use public library spaces as a matter of free speech. The response was mixed. Many 
focused on the impact this statement would have on workers and other users of the 
space. Additionally, many constituents pointed out that libraries should not pro-
tect or provide space for individuals who promote oppression and violence. These 
are issues that are separate from speech or expression. The OIF and ALA took a 
protective stance on the policy. However, due to the efforts of stakeholders, such 
as ALA members and other library stakeholders, ALA rescinded the vote and will 
review the policy in fall 2018.36 In this case, although ALA and OIF believed that 
they took steps to include diverse perspectives, the response shows that they did 
not. In the case of the SCSP papers, the collection was not formally accessioned, 
but it awakened the library to being more aware of how our work impacts the larg-
er community. Furthermore, the Society of American Archivists’ “Core Values of 
Archivists” calls for the profession to be socially responsible, to have good judg-
ment, and to promote access, use, and diversity.37

Not all collections should come under the same level of review. Employing a 
radically empathetic lens, archivists can determine the stakeholders and potential 
concerns that a particular collection could have. Responsibly accessioning archi-
val materials requires us to transcend legacy decision-making models rooted in 
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outdated power dynamics and reinforced by institutionalized systems of oppres-
sion. At the heart of the matter is the essential awareness that we are not hurting 
communities, but doing the work to heal. Acknowledging and understanding that 
archival interactions can have deeply personal consequences for all stakeholders 
involved would drastically change the decision-making process for the better, cre-
ating a much more inclusive and ethical model for accessioning.

NOTES
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white-nationalist.

4. The South Carolina Secessionist Party, Facebook, August 7, 2017, https://www.face-
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ens: University of Georgia Press, 2016).

11. For more about the students’ attempt to desegregate the College of Charleston, visit 
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