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Community-Based Research and The Dawn of Tomorrow 

For this project, my group and I scanned and copied the fourth edition of The Dawn of 

Tomorrow newspaper from the London Public Library Central Branch.  We then researched the 

subject-matter of the articles, and produced several scholarly annotations explaining the context; 

these annotations, alongside the scans of the newspaper edition itself, were then made available 

free of charge in an online archive.  The Dawn of Tomorrow was a London-based African-

Canadian newspaper that ran from 1923 to 1971.  The newspaper was instrumental in creating an 

African-Canadian community within London as well as more broadly within western Canada.  It 

also helped connect African-Canadians to the larger African-American community. 

Our research on The Dawn of Tomorrow touches on several important themes of African-

American and African-Canadian history of the 20th century.  Firstly, it demonstrates the 

interconnectivity of the African-Canadian and African-American communities, and the key role 

newspapers played in constructing and maintaining those relations.  Like most other editions, our 

edition of The Dawn includes a substantial “correspondents” section that kept readers up-to-date 

on local developments within the local African-Canadian community, spanning from Sarina to 

Niagara Falls; additionally, it also kept readers in touch with the much larger African-American 

community.  The Dawn often ran stories from African-American presses, including the 

Associated Negro Press; updated readers about what the UNIA and the NAACP was doing; and 

informed readers of any other important developments within the African-American community.  
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This international network of African-Canadian and African-American communities was crucial 

during the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, and as such, it is important to recognize that this 

framework was well established as early as the 1920s.  Secondly, and similarly, The Dawn 

demonstrates to the reader that civil rights activism preceded the Civil Rights Movement proper 

during the 1960s.  Within our own edition alone, there were articles advocating for employment 

equality, calling for justice against lynchers, and trying to empower young African-Canadians.  

Articles such as these demonstrate that a racial consciousness preceded the 1960s Civil Rights 

Movement.  They are also useful for demonstrating the pre-war precedents that ultimately led 

into the Civil Rights Movement.  Thirdly, The Dawn demonstrates that issues about civil rights 

ideas were local, everyday concerns.  The popularity and longevity of The Dawn demonstrates 

that everyday people were interested in keeping up-to-date on issues of civil rights, and were 

actively engaging with these issues within their own communities. 

This project has a strong local appeal, because it positions London within a much broader 

national and international historical context.  By doing so, this project varies from other more 

traditional undergraduate assignments:  Unlike essays or other research projects that ask the 

student to study broad narratives, this project asked us to do much more.  We were encouraged to 

engage with history at a very local, personal level, while also being encouraged to use that local 

scale to interpret wider historical narratives.  Additionally, the local nature of this project 

provided us with the opportunity to be the creators of history, instead of only passive receivers.  

Instead of simply reading what another historian has said on a certain issue, we were tasked with 

forming our own interpretations of the primary source, and we were given the opportunity to 

make our interpretations publicly accessible thereby making a direct contribution to the 

historiography of 20th century civil rights movements.  The local focus also affected how we 
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presented our research; in our final product, we were able to engage with broader historical 

trends through a local London perspective.  This was simultaneously challenging and rewarding:  

While it was sometimes difficult to engage with these histories without losing that local 

perspective, in the end it made our research much more relatable to our fellow London 

community members. 

It is also worth noting that our project made The Dawn easily accessible, via the internet.  

Accessing The Dawn proved to be more challenging than had been anticipated; the microfilm 

reel at the London Public Library Central Branch seems to be the only copy in existence (as the 

UWO Weldon Library microfilm copy seems to have gone missing).  It is my hope that by 

making our scans of The Dawn and our annotations publicly and easily accessible online, we 

have made it easier for both academic and amateur historians to understand London’s position 

within a much broader historical context.  We have successfully made accessible this small but 

significant primary source, and it is my hope that an increased accessibility will encourage 

historians – both academic and amateur – to engage with our local history.  I especially hope that 

amateur historians will be able to engage with The Dawn, to help them understand their own 

position within the historical context.  It is my firm belief that understanding one’s place within 

these broader histories is crucial to understanding one’s identity, and through this project I hope 

we have made this pursuit somewhat easier.  Thus, it is in this way that I feel that by 

participating in this project, we have made a contribution towards our community. 

Our project should be seen as part of a recent historiographical movement to not focus so 

much on historical metanarratives, and to instead use a framework of social history to focus on 

the human experiences that contribute to and make up those wider narratives.  It is through this 
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historiographical framework that history can be used to serve the everyday people of the past, to 

give them a voice and let their stories be told. 

The value of community-based research projects like our own ought not to be 

understated.  While local histories may seem to be of lesser importance, they provide invaluable 

perspectives of broader historical narratives.  To properly understand the civil rights movements 

of the 20th century, it is absolutely crucial that we also understand how everyday people 

understood, engaged with, and contributed to those movements.  Our project contributes to 

histories of the civil rights movements by adding this local perspective.  It is my hope that our 

project will help academic and amateur historians come to understand how these broad historical 

narratives influenced and were influenced by everyday people. 


