
Steps Forward
● Seek direction from communities regarding access and care 

before displaying or otherwise making potentially sensitive 
indigenous resources available.

● Encourage responses to the collection, whether creative, 
personal, informal or academic.

● Incorporate users’ feedback into collection development and 
description activities as well as outreach programmes. 

● Consider who is not accessing collections and why. Barriers 
to access may be social (mistrust, perceived exclusivity) or 
practical (access to transportation, childcare, blocks of 
uninterrupted free time, and services in native languages). 

● Make content available digitally to overcome barriers to access 
and act as a form of repatriation. Tools like Mukurtu 
(https://mukurtu.org/), have been designed in collaboration with 
indigenous groups to showcase and foster community 
engagement with cultural heritage materials.

Collection Development: 
How we decide what does and does not belong in our collections, both directly (through purchases, gifts, transfers, and 

disposal) and indirectly (through prioritising or neglecting the preservation and conservation of certain items).

Description 
How we enable users to find our collections independently through metadata in catalogues, databases, and websites

Outreach
How we bring users into contact with our collections through teaching, events, exhibitions, social media, and research enquiries

Watch Points
● Access to documents is vital to indigenous groups, not only as a 

means of connecting to their own history, but for gaining formal 
recognition from governments and defending their rights.

● In a closed-stacks environment, anything that is uncatalogued or 
inadequately catalogued is effectively invisible and inaccessible to 
users.

● Description is not neutral. How we prioritise what to catalogue, the 
attributes that we choose to record (or not), the vocabulary we 
use to describe those attributes, and the classification structures 
we use to organise our collections all reflect our institutions’ 
values and priorities. 

● Widely-used standards like LC and Dewey contain many 
problematic terms (such as “East Indians”) and structures (such 
as classing Native American history under Pre-Columbian 
History). The efficiency gained by using these standards should 
be weighed against the cost of disadvantaging indigenous users. 

Steps Forward
● Seek out authors, artists, and other record creators directly 

instead of relying on well-known distributors to obtain collections 
materials which present indigenous viewpoints. 

● When records do not exist, encourage their creation through 
commissioned works and oral histories, and by teaching 
recordkeeping literacy.

● If a group or perspective has been erased so completely that no 
records survive, our only option may be to mark absences in 
our collections. By doing so, we are at least pointing out the 
erasure instead of participating in it.

● Partner with faculty to incorporate indigenous viewpoints into 
their curriculum.

● To improve accountability, document collection development 
decisions, acknowledging the subjectivity of the decision-making 
process and preserving a record of what has been lost.
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The Need for Change
Primary sources are the lens through which we view history. As the 
traditional (gate)keepers of primary sources, cultural heritage 
professionals wield power (whether we like it or not) in shaping 
historical narratives which inform how we interpret the present. 
Libraries, Archives, and Museums are rooted in Western academic 
thought, which has long been centred around a Eurocentric, colonial 
worldview. This worldview is so deeply embedded within our 
professional practice that it is almost invisible to those who are not 
directly oppressed by it, but the resulting absence, misrepresentation, 
and marginalisation of indigenous voices in our heritage institutions is 
a form of violence through historical erasure. 

Libraries in general, and special collections in particular, are sorely 
lacking in staff from diverse backgrounds. According to a study 
commissioned in 2014 by CILIP and ARA and published in 2015, 
96.7% of the Library, Archives, Records, Information Management, 
and Knowledge Management workforce identify as “white” compared 
to 87.5% identifying as “white” in UK Labour Force Survey statistics. A 
1997 survey in the newsletter of the American Library Association’s 
Rare Books and Manuscripts Section (RBMS) revealed that 97 
percent of RBMS members were white. There is a clear need to 
improve diversity in the workforce, but we must also recognise that the 
work of decolonising libraries, archives, and museums belongs to all of 
us, not only those from indigenous backgrounds.

A long history of exclusion from heritage institutions and the historical 
narratives they promote has contributed to a perception by some 
groups that heritage is not relevant to their own experiences, and vice 
versa. If we are to repair this breach of trust, we must use our privilege 
and authority to lend legitimacy and support for the presence, history, 
and belonging of indigenous cultures in our institutions. 

So, What does Decolonising Special Collections Look Like 
in Practice?
“We will know that a library or museum has been decolonized when 
Indigenous patrons can both see their experiences reflected therein, 
and also identify foundational indigenous epistemologies at play.” 
(Duarte and Belarde-Lewis, 699).

● Decolonisation is not a one-off exercise; it is an ongoing process 
of changing our cultural attitudes and assumptions. 

● There is no one-size-fits-all solution. Each group has its own 
unique history, culture, values, and system of knowing, which 
must be acknowledged and respected.

● The ethical imperative to develop more inclusive practices is often 
at odds with efficiency. Breaking away from long-established 
methods requires additional inputs of time, energy, and resources. 

● The lack of diversity among cultural heritage professionals makes 
it especially important ensure that indigenous communities are 
active and equal participants in our curatorial practices. 

● Community partners must be involved in collaborative projects 
from their inception, not as a box-ticking exercise after all key 
decisions have been made. 

● Be sensitive to imbalances of power. Your curatorial expertise 
does not entitle you to more authority and respect than your 
collaborators’ lived experience. 

● Collaborative projects must benefit all stakeholders, not just your 
own institution. 

● Not every indigenous person wants to take on the responsibility 
and effort of educating non-indigenous people about 
decolonisation. 
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Watch Points
● To the extent that indigenous peoples are represented in our 

collections at all, most of our materials are about native peoples, 
not by them. 

● Special Collections often base collecting priorities on trends in 
academic research and teaching, which can reflect embedded 
colonialist attitudes. 

● Traditional sources of acquisition privilege materials produced by 
those already in power. Organisations and individuals with 
money and power can best afford to assemble and preserve their 
own archival documents; and booksellers, publishers, and 
distributors tailor their offerings to the customers with the most 
money to spend. 

Watch Points
● Snippets of indigenous knowledge can easily become insensitive 

caricatures when divorced from their wider context, culture, and 
ways of knowing.

● When interpreting collections, we have the opportunity to present 
readings both “against the grain – looking for traces of the least 
powerful within the papers of the wealthy and the state,” and 
“along the archival grain – following the logic of the archive in 
order to discover what the content, organization, and structure of 
the archive can tell us about the colonial powers that maintain 
them” (Falzetti, 137).

● Any point of contact with the public is an opportunity to foster 
dialogue. It is important to communicate that special collections 
are a resource to be challenged, interrogated and complicated.

● Outreach may involve not only curating your own collections, but  
sharing your skills with other community-based heritage groups. 

Steps Forward
● Assess backlogs to identify uncatalogued (and therefore 

invisible) indigenous materials.
● Revisit legacy data, which can contain outdated and 

inappropriate terminology, or which may fail to identify materials 
which contain indigenous subject matter.

● Explore alternatives that can be used instead of, or in addition 
to, LC and Dewey. Several indigenous groups have developed 
their own controlled vocabularies and classification systems which 
better reflect their own ways of organising knowledge. 

● Where resources allow, propose changes to widely-used 
standards like LC so that the entire profession can benefit from 
your work.
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