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Abstract: The labor of continuity - so often the target of “disruptive” innovators - is almost
always performed by the invisible and marginalized populations of a society. Maintenance
studies, which has its origins in a number of fields including Science and Technology Studies,
feminist care ethics, and performance art, seeks to counter the uncritical valorization of
innovators by articulating and situating the performance of maintenance work within power
dynamics of gender, race and class. I argue that this framework offers archivists an opportunity
to reconceptualize their work, both within the profession as well as within society as a whole.
Internally, professional discourse and funding is largely directed at technological innovation and
“digital” archives, with little attention paid to labor that performs crucial maintenance of records,
information, relationships, societal memory and accountability. Externally, archivists are often
rendered invisible - and their work obfuscated - by narratives that focus on scholarly “discovery”
as well as the verbizing of “archive” in popular culture. Maintenance studies offers archivists a
potentially productive way of engaging with both of these conversations by linking them to a
broader view of asymmetrical power relationships across professions in society. Theorizing
archival work as maintenance allows us to examine the ways in which gender, race and class
impact the division of archival labor, and perhaps to recalibrate our profession’s role in society
as an alternative to dominant narratives which favor innovation while excluding maintainers.
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