Community Catalyst

JJ O
OU
UR
R NN EE Y
Y
M
MA
A PP
R evisiting R.A.C.E.
Rose Library, Emory University
Atlanta, GA
FEBRUARY 2019

I

n 2017, the Rose Library at Emory University proposed and was
awarded a grant from IMLS for a project entitled “Revisiting R.A.C.E.:
Leveraging Archival Resources for AIDS Education.” The project
sought to foster an educational collaborative to address the ongoing
HIV/AIDS epidemic in the Atlanta metropolitan area. The project
wanted to forge connections among medical, academic, social
service, religious, advocacy, and artistic communities to raise awareness
and combat the epidemic. We hoped to partner with the Equality
Foundation of Georgia, Emory Center for AIDS Research, and Southern
Christian Leadership Coalition Women’s Organizational Movement for
Equality Now (SCLC/W.O.M.E.N.) to address and spread awareness of
HIV/AIDS in metro Atlanta, including the historical reasons for disparities
in diagnosis and care.

“We saw this grant as a great
opportunity to pull together
the threads of our historical
collections to current medical
research and community
activism.”
Courtney Chartier
Head of Research Services at Rose Library

Our ultimate goal is to develop a framework with which institutions
could deploy resources to empower communities and connect the
stories of different groups. Emory University is known for its early and
ongoing medical and public health research related to the epidemic;
Rose Library has been collecting materials that document historic HIV/
AIDS activism in Atlanta, but does not have any stature in the current
activism community. Courtney Chartier, Head of Research Services at
Rose explains, “We saw this grant as a great opportunity to pull together
the threads of our historical collections to current medical research and
community activism.”
With the help of the IMLS grant, we wanted to use our resources
to educate and empower the Emory community, the Atlanta
community, and connect the stories of diverse groups to unite them
through a shared history.
To date, we have presented a program on Emory campus featuring
HIV/AIDS activists, sponsored a community World AIDS Day program,
created a student research fellowship, and are preparing to launch a
community arts program.

CHANGES & CHALLENGES
The Rose Library pursued a partnership with
SCLC/W.O.M.E.N. because they could offer
a robust volunteer roster, an existing Task
Force on Health and Welfare and a deep
understanding of the history of Atlanta’s
African American community. (All three of the
partners listed above contributed letters of
support to the grant.) The project team was
hoping that the group that inspired the award
would be rejuvenated by the partnership,
with the Library being able to bring financial
resources and historical context.
However, this was not achievable without a
commitment from their Board. Unfortunately,
neither SCLC/W.O.M.E.N., nor CFAR, have
chosen to engage in the grant. Georgia
Equality has, and their staff have contributed
an enormous amount of support to our work.
Another difficult at the start of the grant was
that our original PI, who had developed both
the narrative and goals, left Emory. We tried
for some time to continue with the original
project concept, then chose to reframe the
goals of the grant to continue to celebrate
their work instead of then partnering to restart
their work. Another unexpected struggle was
that the new PI experienced severe anxiety
and panic attacks before some community
meetings related to perceived imposter
syndrome. Luckily, the warmth and support
of partnerships with individual activists has
helped that a great deal.
Nonetheless, our failures have also been
great learning opportunities. We understood
that interest in pursuing similar goals as well
as the availability of time for staff in those
organizations was key before even starting a
partnership. Often the assets could be even
individuals within those organizations,
connectors, people already doing the
work that could partner with the library or
connect them to others.
Instead of continuing to funnel efforts in the
initial direction, the Rose Library and Georgia
Equality expanded to work with multiple
smaller organizations (including organizations
the team had not initially considered as
partners because they do not focus directly
on HIV/AIDS). The network also expanded
to work with more African American student
groups on our campus, and have brought
a burgeoning arts focus to the project, as
multiple partner groups suggested “arts” as
an area they wished they could focus on, but
could’t because it’s not a primary concern.

Over the duration of the grant, the Rose
Library relationship with initial partner
Georgia Equality has been strengthened.
Through Georgia Equality staff, the library was
introduced to dozens of activists, and a few key
elected officials, who were interested in their
work. Because of these interactions, we have
been able to create impactful programming,
and now the library staff is more confident
in moving in activist circles and in finding
unexpected ways to offer support.
Through experiential learning, the Rose
Library came to understand the realities of
the lives of people who do full-time activist
work, which is frequently seven days a
week, often more than 8 hours a day, and
emotionally very draining. A better sense
of intersectionality has also grown among
library staff. The team witnessed how systemic
barriers, particularly racism, work against
activists.
In October 2018, we presented a program
on Emory campus in collaboration with the
Association of Black Public Health Students in
the Rollins School of Public Health. We invited
two speakers from the activist community,
Eric Paulk from Georgia Equality, and Jasmine
Cummings of SPARK Reproductive Justice
Now! and showed a selection of materials
from the Rose Library’s collections [in a
surprise move, when Emory’s Center for AIDS
Research (CFAR) found out about the event,
they offered to co-sponsor]. The students
handled publicity, targeting Emory’s large
population of students of color studying
public health.
The event was well-attended and fascinating.
Our speakers decided to facilitate a
conversation, rather than give prepared
remarks, and there was high audience
participation. The experience was emblematic
of both our challenges and what we have
learned.
The library has done significant work in
raising their profile in the activist community
and creating programming on campus to
inspire as well as confront their medical
community. Hearing from community activists
that they wish there were more attention
and involvement from local artists to the
issue of HIV/AIDS was pivotal to the library
team. Rose also created a position for a
graduate student in public health to work on a
significant research project in the collections.
These are new opportunities for growth with
the grant. The team has learned to listen and
to be more flexible to meet shared goals with
partners.
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"Revisiting R.A.C.E.”
JOURNEY MAP
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The Rose Library is uniquely
positioned to connect the activist
community with the arts community.
We have many existing partnerships
in the Atlanta arts community, and
numerous community activists
reported that they wished they had
the time to encourage arts projects
that would be engaging and address
the need for stigma reduction.

Where in the journey has the team engaged with the community and/or taken
action with/alongside the community?

How did their work, approaches, and relationships change?
How did their assumptions or perspectives of their communities shift based on what
they learned from ABCD and through working on their projects?
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Through engaging with the
local AIDS activist community, the team realizes:

“We (Emory) are not
doing enough.”
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We understood that interest in
pursuing similar goals as well as the
availability of time for staff in those
organizations was key before even
starting a partnership. Often the
assets could be even individuals
within
those
organizations,
connectors, people already doing
the work that could partner with the
library
connect
them to
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Emory can play a role to
bring together the groups
they have built relationships with and to also share
their assets (the collection,
student skills and leadership in publicity).
Illustration by Brittany Curry
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As the second largest employer in
town, the library has been told how
significant it is for Emory to even
“show up.” At a recent World AIDS Day
event, the library received applause and
positive feedback for saying that “Emory
has not done enough” to support HIV/
AIDS activism.

LEARNINGS
One learning element has been to show
the activist community that the library
cares about preserving their stories. Visitors
are frequently overwhelmed by the materials
in the library collections and that they are in
a library at all. The Rose Library also focused
some work on better educating their medical
research community and students on the
challenges still facing activists working on
public health issues. The library witnessed
some passionate and upsetting conversations
that the library have brought to campus (a net
positive).

• There are far more intersections and
political issues that impact HIV/AIDS
activism than the Rose Library thought,
especially in the South.
• Libraries like Rose can find new ways to
support communities, like through arts
programming, that is already part of what
the library does but can be reframed
around an issue or specific community.
• Sometimes the most difficult parts of the
community to engage can be the most
educated and “elite.”
• The team gains valuable skills like facing
their fears, responding to the ongoing
racism and homophobia about HIV/AIDS,
and wedding student research interests to
community work.
• A skill that was reaffirmed for the team was
organizational skills! The Rose Library is
composed of librarians, after all.

We would like to communicate to other
libraries, archives specifically:

The notion that, if you collect around
certain types of activism, you have
to be involved in that activism in an
ongoing way.
Furthermore, it is important to note

Secondly, this has fostered learning around
that “collecting” is not necessarily
Emory’s partnerships and profile. As the
supporting.
second largest employer in town, the
library has been told how significant it is
for Emory to even “show up.” At a recent
To conduct asset mapping before
World AIDS Day event, the library received
starting a project about a specific
applause and positive feedback for saying
that “Emory has not done enough” to The Rose Library always has seen themselves
topic or issue.
support HIV/AIDS activism.
as a place for community and meaningful
conversations. We want to sustain and
The Rose Library was able to find assets, deepen our partnerships, particularly our
Identifying communities based on
resources, and capacities along the way. For involvement with student groups, so that
what the library already does is of
example, we were able to leverage local Emory is seen as a real partner in this work.
the most importance.
activists contacts in the arts community The library is proud that it has been able to
(and some arts + HIV collection materials) take community connections and lift them to
as a way to support and inspire activists’ the level of partnerships.
communities. Emory’s profile in Atlanta
has also been a remarkable resource; even
though not everyone agrees with how the
University conducts itself, we do have high
name recognition, which does make people
interested in what you are doing and why. The
team also learned along the way:
Prepared for the Institute of Museum and Library Services by the DePaul University and ABCD Evaluation Team
• To have more profound respect and
amazement at what community activists
face every day.
• That the HIV/AIDS community (activists,
government officials, public health) is a
small and close-knit reachable network.

in collaboration with the Rose Library at Emory University. Photos courtesy of the Rose Library;
photos on pages 4 & 5 by Alli Royce Soble.

TO LEARN MORE:
The Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, & Rare Book Library
www.rose.library.emory.edu

IMLS Community Catalyst Initiative
www.imls.gov/cci

5

