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Abstract

Some scholars doing research set in the present time and near past seek to ground their research in community-based agendas, for example, through
various forms of participatory research. Due to the contemporary nature of participatory research, historical scholarship has not fit easily into these
rubrics. But what if a historical geographer wanted to contribute to the community she was studying? Here I examine what such a ‘participatory historical
geography’might look like using as brief example my efforts to forward the agendas of women pilots who flew in the US in the late 1920s and early 1930s.
I seek to show howdat least when the agendas of our research communities are known, when scholars are willing to make archival interventions
themselves, and when we seek to make contributions other than traditional scholarly publicationsdhistorical geography can endeavor to adopt a
participatory model. In this context, archival interventions can include organizing, contributing to, and creating archives; and research contributions can
include volunteer service of various sorts. Though not all historical research can be participatory, and although all forms of participatory research present
(ethical) challenges, I here argue for a participatory historical geography in order to advance historical agendas in ways that facilitate contemporary
engagements, and enable historical geographers to reach broader publics while helping ground our scholarship in issues relevant to our communities of
the past and present.
� 2014 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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In this short intervention I seek to advance efforts toward and
discussion around what I term a ‘participatory historical geo-
graphy’dscholarship that strives to work with, give back to, and
forward the agendas of the peoplewhose lives we study, alongwith
efforts to work with contemporary communities to aid them in
understanding their past(s).1 I first review the nature of participa-
tory research. From this I extract core elements that qualify
research as participatory, stressing the role of close and interactive
engagement with contemporary communities. In one sense, his-
torical research cannot be fully participatory as historical geogra-
phers typically can no longer interact directly with the
communities we study. Yet this does not mean that the participa-
tory ethos cannot be applied to historical geography, nor that

historical geographers have little to contribute to contemporary
participatory research. Here, through a case study of my research
on women pilots who flew in the US in the late 1920s and early
1930s, I detail three ways in which I have attempted to forward
community-based agendas through historical geographical
research: archival interventions, volunteer service, and public
scholarship. There are other modes of engagement of course. My
point is not to put forward my own example as a model, but rather
to initiate broader discussion about the multiple avenues available
in efforts toward a participatory historical geography. Debates over
participatory research raise important ethical and methodological
issues for historical geographers. Although not all historical (or
contemporary) scholarship need be participatory, I argue that a
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participatory model has much to offer historical geographical
scholarship.

Participatory research

As Rachel Pain puts it, participatory research is ‘the growing prac-
tice of working with research “subjects” as collaborators in defining
questions, selecting methods, analysing data and disseminating
findings, with the goal of pursuing social justice and change
directly’.2 Participatory research has a number of key objectives.
First, it seeks to bring a community-engaged, action-oriented
dimension into academic work otherwise often seen as quietist.
Second, participatory research has a liberatory agenda; it seeks to
empower local people and reverse discriminatory and exclusionary
policies and practices. Third, participatory researchers seek to
engage in collaborative efforts that give voice to research partici-
pants, validating and even prioritizing their knowledge (rather than
academic ‘expert’ knowledge). And fourth, participatory research
demands a different model for research assessment because for
participatory researchers, participation is research.3 These
compelling contributions have made participatory research in
various forms a growing field of endeavor for academics in a wide
array of disciplinesdso much so that in 2004 Duncan Fuller and
Rob Kitchin saw fit to recognize a ‘participatory turn’ in human
geography.4

But how canwe extend such efforts to historical research, when
members of the researched ‘community’ are typically no longer
alive to participate? Here I sketch my efforts to contribute to one
community where my research has found a place. I suggest that we
can have a ‘participatory historical geography’, and, that as with
contemporary participatory research, we can integrate participa-
tory goals into a project from the outset in order to hope to harness

our research to make progressive contributions to broader com-
munitiesdof both the past and present.

Let me be clear: others have engaged in participatory historical
research before me and sincedsome have engaged in research
practices similar to my own, while others have sought different
paths forward. Public historians (geographers included) have long
devoted significant efforts to progressive research geared to an
audience outside academia,5 while archival and museum scholars
(including geographers) have sought engaging ways to make
collections speak to different publics.6 And, of course, much
valuable historical (geographical) research engages people with
whom we would not desire to ‘collaborate’duncovering injustice
and oppression is important work.7 My point, in this context, is to
bring into open discussion practices of historical geo-
graphydpractices some of us have already been doing but
writing little about. My aim is not to claim my work as template
or a ‘first’, but instead as an illustration of a portion of the
possible, and hopefully also inspiration for others to do much
more.

Towards a participatory historical geography: women pilots in
the 1920s and 1930s

Participatory research, by nature, can be very personally intense,
and this was the true in the case study I relate here.8 In 2005, after
earning tenure and promotion I wanted to challenge myself with
new empirical and theoretical ideas, and was drawn by the then-
new mobilities turn.9 At that time, few had yet looked in these
ways at gender issues in mobilities.10 And while people were
working on walking,11 cycling,12 driving,13 being an airline pas-
senger,14 and even waiting,15 I knew of nobody then looking at
flying (actually piloting an airplane). The idea of studying women
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