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Throughout this course our class has been engaged in a community based history 

project investigating The Dawn of Tomorrow, an African American newspaper that was 

published in here in London Ontario beginning in the 1920s. In small groups we each 

examined one edition of the paper and digitized it to upload online. Our community 

based learning project not only help us to expand our concept of Civil Rights activism in 

early twentieth century Canada, but also understand the emerging potential of digital 

history. We engaged with historical artifacts not only to learn from them but also to learn 

how to present them to the public. 

Looking at local community history helps to expand the narrative of what 

represents activism and resistance. The issue of Dawn of Tomorrow that Ava and I 

looked through devoted two out of eight pages to an “Our Correspondence” section. 

These pages recount community goings-on such as who was visiting whom, who had 

taken ill, who would be preaching that Sunday, and various other bits of news that seem 

entirely banal. These tiny snapshots sit between stories of racial injustice and activism 

from all over Canada and the United States that we think of as more important to the 

narrative of North American race relations. However, there is still a lot of power and 

importance in examining the everyday, even when they are not explicitly racialized 

anecdotes. As important as they are, stories of trauma are often framed as the defining 

black experience in a way that can become voyeuristic more than educational. We are 

often exposed to narratives of racism that leave little room for positive portrayals of black 

life and identity and these tiny snapshot of the most average bits of daily life help to 

counter this monolithic idea. 
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One example from our course texts of engaging with trauma in a more rounded 

way is At The Dark End of the Street. The book is a litany of gendered and racial 

oppressions but engages with its subjects in such a way that they can speak to their own 

experiences instead of being written about as objects of pity. In Dawn of Tomorrow the 

black writers and editors speak to injustice through the act of writing a newspaper and 

their voices define their own experiences. The fact that these are black voices speaking to 

their own experience in their own time makes Dawn of Tomorrow an important historical 

resource and one with enduring importance. The everyday focus of Dawn of Tomorrow 

troubles some of the “made for TV” narratives of Civil Rights like those critiqued by 

Charles Payne. This reimagining is especially important in a Canadian context where 

dominant narratives of race relations tend to portray Canada as an egalitarian paradise at 

the end of the Underground Railroad. The articles assembled in Dawn of Tomorrow show 

that such a place never existed and that Canada is not free from racism or racial injustice. 

Our Dawn of Tomorrow project does not overwrite the content of the paper with 

our own narrative construction. Though we provided citations and investigated some 

individual articles more thoroughly, the digital images exist as exact copies of the 

newspaper and were not put together in an easy to consume narrative for simplicity sake. 

Though public accessibility was the goal of this project, we did this through presenting 

the sources in a public place and giving them some context as opposed to a more 

structured encounter that someone would have though a more traditional paper about a 

historical artifact.  

 Looking at the practical side of what we actual did to create this class project, 

digital history presents many opportunities for preserving and exhibiting documents, but 
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it still has limitations. As we began to digitize editions of Dawn of Tomorrow we 

discovered that several rolls of microfilm had gone missing from both the London Public 

Library and Weldon Library at Western. No one knows where these rolls have gone and 

they may never be found. Physical artifacts are vulnerable to being destroyed or just 

misplaced and having a digital back up can provide a more stable and protected version 

of the source. This being said, we should not assume that digital sources are somehow 

more enduring than physical ones. There is nothing to guarantee that the next generation 

of computers will be able to read PDF files, that the website will remain operational and 

accessible, or that the very structure of the Internet will remain the same.  

We often consume content on the Internet continuously and tend to take its 

ubiquity for granted. The act of creating and engaging with online content is so common 

to us that we often fail to fully realize its potential for knowledge production and 

dissemination. Digital history also exists in an emerging position where its legitimacy is 

often questioned. The article “Does it Count?” by Matthew Delmont explores how digital 

history is often positioned as a kind of compliment to more traditional historiography as 

opposed to its own form of scholarship. Delmont also curates the site, Black Quotidian: 

Everyday History in African-American Newspapers. Black Quotidian is similar to our 

own project as it archives various news clippings from African American newspapers that 

recount black experiences in both small and recognizably historic ways. An article is 

posted everyday and many come from guest contributors, making this a collaborative 

project made simpler and more expansive through the ease of online communication. 

Presenting one article a day makes these stories easy to engage with while still 

maintaining enough diversity of source and subject matter to disrupt some of our typical 
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thoughts on who and what are important to Civil Rights. The use of a website has 

allowed for an innovative and accessible historical source that can present its material in 

an approachable way without having to heavily edit and structure the information into a 

compelling narrative for a documentary.  

Digital scholarship has an important place in contemporary black activism, 

especially since the Internet provides as strong a foothold for racism and white 

supremacy as it does for Civil Rights. There is already a history of online scholarship 

countering online misinformation in forms such as the #CharlestonSyllabus which curate 

easily accessible databases of African American scholarship for the sake of resisting 

prevailing racist narratives. It is important that students both now and in the future are 

able to produce and consume digital history in a way that is critical of the racist 

discourses that are just as able to adapt to a digital age. Hopefully, community based 

digital history projects like the one created for The Dawn of Tomorrow can help to foster 

engagement with historical sources that connect history to activism in ways that are 

meaningful and accessible.  
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