Best New York City Records Chief Brings Lesbian Archivist Leadership to DORIS
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Shoppers of history might not think of archives the way they do new restaurants, but New Yorkers are noticing a meaningful hire: Mayor Zohran Mamdani named Shawn(ta) Smith‑Cruz commissioner of the Department of Records and Information Services, a move that matters for preservation, representation and civic access.
Essential Takeaways
Historic appointment: Shawn(ta) Smith‑Cruz, a Black lesbian archivist with nearly 20 years’ experience, has been named DORIS commissioner.
Broad remit: She’ll oversee municipal archives, records management and public records requests , work that shapes what the city remembers.
Community roots: Smith‑Cruz has worked at Barnard, NYU, CUNY Graduate Center, Brooklyn Public Library and the Lesbian Herstory Archives.
Editorial and activist background: She’s edited Sinister Wisdom and co‑founded queer BIPOC networking initiatives like Fridays in May.
Practical effect: Her focus on access and equity aims to ensure lesser‑documented voices are preserved and searchable for future generations.
Why this appointment feels like more than a job title
This hire has texture , you can almost feel the weight of paper and the quiet of reading rooms. Appointing a Black lesbian archivist to lead DORIS signals a clear intention: the city is willing to recognise that who manages records matters as much as the records themselves. According to the mayor’s office announcement, Mamdani named multiple leaders across city government, and Smith‑Cruz stands out for the direct link between identity and her portfolio.
People often picture archives as dusty, neutral storehouses, but decisions about appraisal, description and access are anything but neutral. Smith‑Cruz has said that preserving history means including groups whose names weren’t always written down, and that perspective matters when the archive decides what gets kept and how it’s presented.
From grassroots preservation to municipal stewardship
Her path isn’t academic distance; it’s hands‑on, community‑grown work. Smith‑Cruz’s experience with the Lesbian Herstory Archives and editorial work for Sinister Wisdom shows a long record of salvaging materials that mainstream institutions once ignored. Those projects taught her how to make space for materials that are fragile, unconventional or created by people outside traditional power structures.
That background helps bridge two worlds: community archives that prioritise belonging, and municipal archives that manage legal, civic and administrative records. Expect her to bring sensitivity to marginalised collections while navigating the technical demands of city government.
What this means for access, transparency and political context
Records management isn’t neutral policy; it’s civic infrastructure. In a moment when public records and historical narratives are contested, someone leading DORIS who foregrounds equity changes the conversation about whose stories are preserved. Smith‑Cruz has highlighted the need to document Stonewall and other well‑known events while also elevating lesser‑recorded people and groups.
Practical implications include more intentional description practices, proactive outreach to communities that haven’t deposited materials before, and clearer pathways for public records requests. That can mean records that are easier to find, less jargon in catalogues, and more visible context for researchers and everyday New Yorkers.
Tips for community groups and researchers who care about being remembered
If you care about preserving your group’s history, don’t wait for an archive to knock. Make basic, consistent documentation , meeting minutes, photographs with captions, digital backups , and reach out to repositories with clear provenance notes. Community archives like the Lesbian Herstory Archives have models for grassroots collecting; municipal archives can offer legal and long‑term preservation resources. Smith‑Cruz’s appointment could make those bridges stronger.
For researchers: when requesting records, be specific about dates, formats and the agency involved, and consider asking for guidance on how materials will be described. A commissioner who values access makes it likelier those requests are handled thoughtfully and promptly.
A small but meaningful step toward fuller memory
This is a symbolic appointment with practical teeth. Appointing someone with Smith‑Cruz’s mix of community, editorial and institutional experience suggests New York is taking the politics of memory seriously. The test will be in how description, digitisation and outreach change under her watch , and whether marginalised voices end up easier to find in the catalogue.
It’s a small change that can make every record , and the people behind them , a little safer.
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