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Forum

To the editor:

Luke J. Gilliland-Swetland's essay, "The
Provenance of a Profession: The Perma-
nence of the Public Archives and Historical
Manuscripts Traditions in American Ar-
chival History" (Spring 1991), is an effort
to bring a historiographical paradigm of
conflict to what the author has seen as con-
sensus interpretations about the develop-
ment of the American archival profession
and its institutions. Gilliland-Swetland states
that

Three of the leading archival historians
writing today, Richard Berner, J. Frank
Cook, and Richard J. Cox, as rep-
resented in works cited in these notes,
all exhibit a tendency to view the history
of the profession in descriptive, almost
self-congratulatory, instead of in analyt-
ical, self-critical terms (p. 163, fn. 6).

The author suggests instead that the two
historical manuscripts and public archives
traditions, originally described by Berner,
have continued to be the basis of consid-
erable conflict within the archival profes-
sion in the United States. As he writes,

Defenders of the historical manuscripts
tradition perceived themselves as mem-
bers of a community of humanities
scholars and, by extension, as historian-
interpreters of the documents they pre-
served. Advocates of the public archives
tradition perceived themselves to be
professionals with mastery over a body
of specialized theory and practice; con-
sequently they viewed their role as ad-
ministrator-custodian of the documents
they preserved (p. 163).

Although it is certainly refreshing to see
another broad interpretation of American
archival development, I must suggest that
it is far too simplistic an interpretation. The
simplicity is, perhaps, due to the author's
selective use of the published literature in
the archival field. In any event, I know it
is too elementary an explanation because
of the way my own work is viewed. Since
I am cited so often and so extensively, I
believed a response was in order. My re-
sponse is not intended to demolish an ar-
gument, but rather is intended to encourage
Gilliland-Swetland and others to turn their
energies anew to more in-depth analysis of
the development of our profession and the
archival repositories that provide its super-
structure. I was happy to see such an essay
published.

How does Gilliland-Swetland view my own
writing? I have already cited above the note
in which he states that I have a predilection
to view American archival history in "de-
scriptive, almost self-congratulatory, instead
of in analytical, self-critical terms." I am not
sure quite what to make of this statement.
On the one hand, a number of my essays in
my American Archival Analysis: The Recent
Development of the Archival Profession in
the United States (Metuchen, N.J.: Scare-
crow Press, 1990) are very critical of the
archival profession's development, the op-
posite of what Gilliland-Swetland suggests.
In fact, I am more accustomed to being ac-
cused of being too critical about the Ameri-
can archival profession.

Perhaps Gilliland-Swetland's later char-
acterization of my writings provides the clue
to what he is suggesting:
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Forum

Like the Progressive scientific reformers
so well represented by Norton in the first
half of the twentieth century, Cox sees
the political and social institutions of
modern society arriving at a new plateau
of complexity and interdependence. . . .
Also, like the Progressive reformers, Cox
views the profession's lingering com-
mitment to the ideal of the archivist as
interpreter-scholar as a self-indulgent and
dangerous luxury (p. 172).

This is a fine and interesting interpretation,
except for the fact that I have no problem
with the archivist as interpreter-scholar,
whatever that actually means. Gilliland-
Swetland looks at several articles of mine
from the mid-1980s without taking into ac-
count that they were framed as part of spe-
cific debates and that later writings perhaps
reveal more of my views on the nature of
the archival profession. In my most recent
volume, Managing Institutional Archives:
Foundational Principles and Practices (New
York: Greenwood Press, 1992), I have tried
to write in detail about the many roles in-
stitutional archivists play without jettison-
ing the role to serve wider humanities
scholars. A number of my essays in Amer-
ican Archival Analysis also suggest this. As
for modern society being more complex—
well, it is, and if the Progressives sug-
gested this, then that is fine as well. Ac-
tually, I can never quite figure out if
Gilliland-Swetland's labeling of some of us
as being in the Progressive tradition is meant
to be criticism or not.

I suspect Gilliland-Swetland is looking
for some broad intellectual model by which
my work can be more easily pigeonholed.
He notes, as an instance, that "central to
Progressive thought was a belief that sci-
entific principles and techniques could, and
must, be applied to the management of every
aspect of an increasingly complex world"
(p. 164).

If anything, I see my writings since the
early 1970s as more evolutionary than sys-
tematic, a self-recognition that I tried to

describe in the preface of my American Ar-
chival Analysis. I wish they were more sys-
tematic, and I am striving to achieve this.
In these writings there is certainly more of
the Progressive view than any other, at least
in my strong sense that archivists have a
body of knowledge and theory and that,
where it is weak, this knowledge and the-
ory should be extended. But so what? Even
many of the archivists who fit into the His-
torical Manuscripts tradition have advo-
cated this very position.

I really have little problem with any of
this except for the fact that Gilliland-Swet-
land's essay itself has some sweeping state-
ments that are unsubstantiated and that show
fissures and cracks in his own interpreta-
tion. Let me characterize this with just one
example. The author notes that the "SAA
founding generation's goal of seeing the es-
tablishment of more institutional archives
had been realized" by 1979 because of the
existence of "nine hundred academic ar-
chives" by this latter date (p. 169). How-
ever, during the same period, there was also
limited growth in business archives and lo-
cal government archives, other main forms
of institutional archives. This would be a
minor point, indeed, except for the fact that
Gilliland-Swetland sees the development of
academic archives as an essential point in
American archival history.

Despite the ever-present shortages of fi-
nancial and physical resources, an insti-
tutional infrastructure was acknowledged
and relatively secure. The time seemed
right to turn to other priorities such as
enhancing the professional status and
public image of archivists, an agenda that
would serve in part to perpetuate soci-
ety's commitment to its archival care-
takers (p. 169).

It might well be that the shift to profes-
sional status and public image, as the au-
thor terms it, came about because many of
the newly appointed academic archivists
moved into their positions with little pre-
vious education and training in archival
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American Archivist / Winter 1993

work. Or, it may have come about because
many of these academic archives were ac-
tually less institutional archives than his-
torical manuscript collecting repositories,
as the author himself hints at in a succeed-
ing page. In any event, there is simply too
great a leap here in interpretation. More
work is needed in examining not the pub-
lished literature but the personal papers of
archivists, the records of archival institu-
tions, and interviews with archivists of the
period. Besides, the archival profession
doesn't move quite as easily as a single
organism ("the time seemed right to turn")
as the author suggests. Personally, I don't
think every aspect of the debate can be as-
cribed to the differing views of members
of the competing camps of Historical Man-
uscripts and Public Archives. The aca-
demic archivists themselves straddle these
camps, yet they seem pivotal to the debate.
Many more reasons need to be considered
before such a sweeping characterization can
be made.

Gilliland-Swetland ended his article by
quoting me to suggest that the profession
needs to understand its own past in order
to understand what it is presently doing.
The author noted an additional worry that
"archivists have been exposed to much de-
scription and little analysis, much thinking
and writing that reinforce our a priori as-
sumptions and little critical self-analysis
about the costs and implications of social
and professional change" (p. 175). But it
seems to me that Gilliland-Swetland has only
moved us a tiny step away from the de-
scription and lack of analysis. Throughout
the essay I sense his worrying about the
emotionalism of the debates, the motives
of the debaters, and the role of the archivist
in society, but the author does not make it
clear where he stands on any of this or how
this characterizes his own analysis. To de-
pict this debate based on the readings of a
few dozen articles, a handful of books, and
some newsletter articles can be best de-
scribed as suggestive and certainly open to

extreme reinterpretation once the more se-
rious historical analysis begins. What I am
suggesting is, of course, that what Gilli-
land-Swetland worries about, he is himself
guilty of doing, with one exception—he
never takes a stance in the debate or pro-
vides a more creative interpretation of what
has gone on in the past couple of decades.
Since he is identified as a practicing archi-
vist, I found this a little strange. Maybe
there is a viewpoint that simply required a
little more clarity and explication.

Paradigms are made, of course, as ef-
forts to categorize activities or knowledge
into meaningful patterns that can be addi-
tionally evaluated and used. But a para-
digm must be more closely based on reality.
Gilliland-Swetland has clearly placed me
into a Neo-Progressive school of archival
historiography. This is probably the fruits
of my sin of writing too much on the topic,
as has been suggested to me even by my
friends. But I still perceive myself as an
archivist in a distinct profession with a dis-
tinct mission that rests on archival knowl-
edge, theory, and practice. And I strongly
believe that this view cuts across both
American archival traditions, making the
entire business much more messy than Gil-
liland-Swetland suggests it is.

What is also lacking in his effort is an
explication of whether this is really any dif-
ferent from archivists in other countries.
Australian archivist Glenda Acland re-
cently wrote, for example,

Archival institutions in the 1990s should
not be acquisition driven or custody ori-
ented nor managed primarily as infor-
mation outlets. . . . The pivot of archival
science is evidence not information. Ar-
chivists do not deal with isolated and free-
floating bits of information, but with their
documentary expression. . . . Archivists
are in the understanding business not the
information business. . . . A change in
the traditionally perceived archival
mindset is needed here to manage the
records and their continuum, not the rel-
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Forum

ics as the end stage in the record life
cycle ("Managing the Record Rather
Than the Relic," Archives and Manu-
scripts 20, no. 1 [1992]: 58-59).

Now where would we put Acland in the
various traditions described by Gilliland-
Swetland? Does her use of science and in-
formation place her with the Neo-Progres-
sives? Or does her sense of archivists'
understanding mean she is more of the His-
torical Manuscripts tradition? See, in the
end it really does not matter too terribly
much, for the point is the nature of the
archival mission and the knowledge and
theory used to support that mission.

A decade ago, in a review of the study
on American archival history, I argued that
our knowledge was incomplete. This is the
essay Gilliland-Swetland cited to end his
own piece. I would resubmit that new and
more serious study is very much needed
and that the lack of such study is what lim-
its Gilliland-Swetland's first contribution
in American archival historiography. He has
provided us with a viewpoint; now we need
to see him and others delve more deeply
and show us whether it really holds up. I
think we will find a much more complex
picture out there than either Gilliland-Swet-
land or, to be quite honest, I have painted.
So much the better, and so much more in-
teresting.

I look forward to seeing more contribu-
tions from Luke J. Gilliland-Swetland in
the future.1

RICHARD J. COX

University of Pittsburgh
School of Library and Information Science

'This must seem like a letter to myself. However,
the article being discussed here was published in an
issue of the American Archivist edited by David
Klaasscn. After a little soul-searching I decided to
respond to the essay in an effort to generate some
discussion about the writing of American archival his-
tory.

Author's response:

I am happy for this opportunity to reply to
Richard Cox's response to my article "The
Provenance of a Profession: The Perma-
nence of the Public Archives and Historical
Manuscripts Traditions in American Ar-
chival History" (Spring 1991).

The article began as a seminar paper
which I wrote in early 1990 when, as a
student in archives administration, I indeed
lacked significant "practical" archival ex-
perience. The Society of American Archi-
vists' decision to award this piece the
Theodore Calvin Pease Award was, I
understood, a recognition that it rep-
resented the best research paper submitted
by a "student" of archival administration;
significant practical experience on the part
of the author was not a criterion for the
award. Indeed, by its very nature the award
recognizes that valid insights may some-
times be offered by those who are just be-
ginning and who may well lack the extensive
experience which can sharpen, but also
sometimes cloud, intellectual vision.

In the almost three years that have elapsed
between the writing of this piece and its
publication in the American Archivist I have
assumed a position as a practicing archi-
vist. Like Richard Cox, who also identifies
himself as a "practicing" archivist, I, too,
would like to believe that my thinking is
evolutionary.

The long delay between the acceptance
of the piece for publication (which came as
part of its receiving the Pease award) and
its appearance in the American Archivist is
unfortunate. Because I felt ethically bound
to leave the paper as nearly as possible in
the form it was in when it received the
award, I decline to be held accountable for
the literature, cited by Cox in his response,
which has been published in the interim.
Similarly, I decline to be held responsible
for all the articles which I did not write but
which Richard Cox would have had me
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write, such as explicating the validity of
my model to Australian archival history.

If I were to rewrite this article today I
would of course "tweak" my arguments
here and there in light of the insights I have
gained through my subsequent practical ex-
perience and professional involvement.
However, I would change neither my in-
terpretive framework nor any of the sub-
stantive points I made. Indeed, my
experience has only reaffirmed my belief
in the characterization of the world views
which I limned in my article and has con-
vinced me that they are more pervasive in
the archival profession than I had at first
thought.

Consistent with my historical training to
the point when I wrote my paper, I ap-
proached archival literature from the per-
spective both of an intellectual historian,
seeking to understand the underlying intel-
lectual assumptions, coherence, and con-
tradictions in a selective body, of public
texts; and from the perspective of a cultural
historian, seeking to understand the ways
in which the archival community's public
discourse was situated within the changing
cultural landscape of twentieth-century par-
adigms and methodologies I utilized for
analysis, and the interpretations I offered
are valid and consistent with current Amer-
ican historiography.

With regard to my methodology of pos-
iting two traditions representing fundamen-
tally different perspectives, I baldly stated
that: "In reality they are, of course, not
mutually exclusive, but may be seen as
competing 'ideal types' " (p. 163). In light
of my clear statements that I was attempt-
ing to provide a heuristically useful, rather
than a descriptive, paradigm for interpret-
ing American archival history, Richard
Cox's criticisms that I am making "sweep-
ing generalizations" and that "the entire
business" is "much more messy than Gil-
liland-Swetland suggests it is" simply do
not obtain.

Undoubtedly, actual archival events were

different from the published archival his-
tory of Richard Cox, J. Frank Cook, and
Richard Berner in their respective works.
Cox would have me utilize "the personal
papers of archivists, the records of archival
institutions, and interviews with archivists
of the period" to write the way it really
was, despite the fact that archival historians
have used all these sources and still pro-
duced what I consider to be a descriptive
and noncritical institutional history of the
profession. Ultimately, for the purposes of
my problematic and my methodology, what
"really" happened was less important than
how archivists understood and presented
those events to themselves and to the "non-
archival" community in their published
writings. I was working within the frame-
work of intellectual history, not social his-
tory. Obviously, Cox believes that our
mutual colleagues' published writings are
dangerously inadequate statements about the
profession, since my reliance upon those
published sources "can be best described
as suggestive and certainly open to extreme
interpretation once the more serious histor-
ical analysis begins."

I profoundly regret that any infelicitous
use of language on my part might have led
Richard Cox to believe that I was making
an ad hominem argument when I charac-
terized his work as uncritical. At the heart
of Cox's critique of my article is, I suspect,
the irritating fact that I "pigeonholed" his
writing and his position but failed to pi-
geonhole myself. Cox maintains that my
failure to take a stance in the debates I dis-
cuss or to place myself clearly within one
of the two "ideal" traditions I posit proves
that I am guilty of perpetuating description
at the expense of critical self-analysis. I
consider Cox's charge to signal my success
in achieving an Archimedean point outside
the debates. Because I believe that "taking
a stand" is often more a guise for axe-
grinding advocacy than it is a mark of crit-
ical and engaged analysis, I happily plead
guilty to this charge.
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In the final analysis, I am more deeply
troubled by the tone of Cox's response than
I am by any of the specific criticisms he
levels. Richard Cox aggressively and al-
most glibly maintains that it is sufficient
that we all believe ourselves "a distinct
profession with a distinct mission that rests
on archival knowledge, theory, and prac-
tice." At great length, Cox has publicized
his vision of our mission. I, however, be-
lieve that it does "matter terribly much"
how each of us as a professional under-
stands, interprets, and operationalizes our

understanding of that mission. It was that
belief which directed the writing of my ar-
ticle, and it is that belief which sustains this
defense of its propositions.

LUKE J. GILLILAND-SWETLAND

Henry Ford Museum &
Greenfield Village Research Center

With the exception of editing for conformity
of capitalization, punctuation, and citation
style, letters to the Forum are published
verbatim.

P U B L I C A T I O N
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512 pp., paperback
$40 SAA members
$45 nonmembers
plus $5.50 shipping/handling

Contact SAA Publications
(312) 922-0140

Society of American Archivists • 600 S. Federal, Suite 504 • Chicago, IL 60605

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-01 via free access



10 American Archivist / Vol. 56 / Winter 1993

From the Editor

The Roles of the Editor: Some
Additional Reflections

THE EDITOR OF A professional or scholarly
journal fills many roles. Arthur Plotnik's
brief primer on editing contains a chapter
on the basic steps of editing from accept-
ance of a manuscript to the final proof-
reading of the galleys, but he also includes
chapters on the editor's personality and the
"uneasy alliance" between editor and
writer.1 The theme of his volume concerns
the many difficulties besetting the editor,
as well as the editor's joys. The roles of an
editor are many, and some are hard and
even prone to controversy.

There are many other volumes such as
this which I have perused in an effort to
understand more fully what it is I am doing
as editor of the American Archivist. It is a
topic worth discussing for two reasons in
this editorial introduction. First, the con-
tents of this issue are the result of David
Klaassen's last effort as my predecessor ed-
itor. Thanks are due to David for taking on
this responsibility, one more easily criti-
cized than praised, and to the various sec-
tion editors and assistants who worked with
him. Second, I now have completed more

'Arthur Plotnik, The Elements of Editing: A Modern
Guide for Editors and Journalists (New York: Mac-
millan Publishing Co., 1982).

than a year of editing the American Archi-
vist, and I have much to reflect about as a
result of this usually exciting but some-
times frustrating time.2 Trying to get the
journal back on a timely production sched-
ule and meeting a certain quality standard
have constituted a major challenge.

Over the past year I have been the ben-
eficiary of many comments on the Amer-
ican Archivist and the effectiveness of my
work. These comments have taken the
form of praise, criticism, and many help-
ful pieces of advice. In all of these state-
ments there have been certain assumptions
made about the roles of the editor. Some
of these assumptions are as follows: the
editor determines the content of the jour-
nal (serving as a professional "gatekee-
per"); the editor controls the journal's
quality; this quality should reflect a
professional consensus; the editor pub-
lishes what he or she agrees with (and
conversely doesn't publish what he or she
doesn't agree with); and the editor is an
educator who works with the potential au-

2For my first effort at reflection see "The American
Archivist: Voice of the Profession or Another Role?
Some Thoughts at the Beginning of an Editorship,"
American Archivist 54 (Fall 1991): 462-64.
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From the Editor 11

thor until something is ready to be pub-
lished. While there is an element of truth
in most of these perspectives, it is also
clear that they reveal fairly serious mis-
apprehensions about the role of this jour-
nal's editor; they are also important to
discuss periodically because such as-
sumptions can influence the nature of the
American Archivist.

The editor as professional gatekeeper is
one of my favorite specters, one that has
been pounded back and forth in the often
acrimonious Archives ListServ. In one
sense, it is completely correct in that the
editor has the ultimate responsibility for se-
lecting what goes into the journal. But two
major aspects of editing such a journal
challenge the gatekeeper role.

First, there is the difficulty of soliciting
and obtaining manuscripts to be considered
for publication in this journal. I have heard
from many people who seem to think (they
really don't, but logically this is what they
are saying) that somehow the editor single-
handedly produces the journal's contents;
this has even been joked about because I
have written and published articles and books
on archival science, practice, and history.
The editor is dependent, of course, on what
is received, and the strengths of a particular
issue or an entire editorial tenure ultimately
are shaped by this simple fact. The editor
can beg, plead, threaten, bribe . . . you get
the idea . . . but the profession really de-
termines the contents of the American Ar-
chivist by what it researches and writes. In
my first editorial I hinted at this when I
stated that under my editorship the appear-
ance of the journal will look different from
volumes produced by other editors only as
far as what is received; I am now even
more convinced of this fact.3

The range of essays published in this
particular issue show the diversity of sources
by which essays are generated, and it is (as

3"The American Archivist, " p. 464.

are all such issues) a microcosm of what is
going on in our profession. Two of the es-
says are the result of the research oppor-
tunities provided by the Research Fellowship
Program in Modern Archives at the Bentley
Historical Library, University of Michigan.
Needless to say, the archival literature of
the past decade would have been far weaker
without this opportunity.4 Three other se-
lections are the derivative products of So-
ciety of American Archivists (SAA)
meetings, and they certainly are part of the
trend of the origination of many of these
essays at SAA and other professional con-
ferences. The remaining essay is the re-
flection of a career of writing and doing
public programs in archives; Elsie Free-
man's writings practically constitute the
body of published work on this topic in the
past two decades, with only the recent in-
trusion of individuals like Timothy Ericson
and Terry Cook. In effect, her work is also
representative of the trend in which a small
portion of the authors published in the
American Archivist sustain this journal. So,
in a sense, the journal is the product of
research sabbaticals, invitations to present
papers at professional conferences, and
strong personal convictions about what ar-
chivists should be doing. The editor can
hardly shape the journal without seriously
contending with these trends.

The second determining factor for pub-
lication in this journal is the peer review
process that the editor of the American Ar-
chivist employs. This process is worth ex-
plaining in this particular editorial preface,
especially since I have received a wide range
of comments about it. When I receive a
manuscript, I dispatch it to two or three
reviewers who have expertise in the subject
of the submission. In many cases, I draw

"Personally, I am convinced that historians of our
profession will determine the Bentley Fellows pro-
gram to be one of the most significant factors in the
recent development of the American archival litera-
ture.
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on at least one member of SAA's Editorial
Board, a group that does yeoman service
for our association and that quite frequently
receives from me requests for assistance.
Before sending out a manuscript, I tenta-
tively assign it to one of the sections of the
journal (in an effort to guide the reviewers
in assessing the manuscript's potential for
publication); I also send the reviewers a set
of guidelines and a specific deadline (usu-
ally about a month). On receipt of the re-
viewers' comments I re-read the original
submission, examine the reviewers' com-
ments, and attempt to make a decision. In
some instances, I may send the manuscript
out to an additional reviewer, but that usu-
ally is not necessary. I then make a deci-
sion to accept, to accept with revisions, or
to reject. At this point, about sixty percent
of the manuscripts are rejected. In most cases
I send copies of reviewers' comments (with
all personal identifying information re-
moved) to the author, with notification for
revisions and a due date.

To some extent, then, the contents of the
journal reflect the best thinking, research,
and writing of the archival community, as
contributed by the authors themselves and
commented on by their peer experts.
Nevertheless, the matter of what the con-
tent of the journal represents is a topic of
debate within the field. Some would say it
reflects the editor's own perceptions. Oth-
ers believe the content reflects the matters
of importance to the archival community-
even, when examined over a long enough
period of time, a consensus of views. My
sense is that the truth lies somewhere be-
tween these two rather extreme views. I am
not going to argue that the editor does not
stamp some of his or her own personality
on the American Archivist. (Otherwise, why
would I write these editorials?) This stamp
of individuality must occur to some extent
because the editor makes the final deter-
mination based on his assessment of the
essay and because the editor has a certain

model in mind for what the American Ar-
chivist should be.5

However, I hope that my description of
the peer review process reveals that a broader
range of views is also at work here. In fact,
some of my edited issues have contained
essays with which I had significant differ-
ences of opinion. In this present issue, as-
sembled by my predecessor, there is one
essay that I strongly disagree with regard-
ing its interpretation and its perspective about
the nature of the archival profession. This
is as it should be. As the published ex-
change between myself and another author
suggests, differences of opinion can be
healthy and valuable for the profession. As
an editor, I wish our American Archivist
"Forum" would be twenty pages long be-
cause such a wealth of letters would indi-
cate that the profession reads and uses the
journal and is reacting to it.6 It is in such
debates that the archival profession will
emerge with more substantial positions and
will improve its theoretical and methodo-
logical foundations, although without se-
rious reflection and research such debates

5My own personal predilection would be to see the
American Archivist as a journal primarily featuring
research and expositions of archival theory, both as-
pects of the field requiring substantially more activity.
However, no matter how hard I work to achieve this,
I am constrained by the degree of research and theo-
rizing going on in the archival profession. While I
sense there is much more of this activity going on
now than before, I still doubt it is enough to support
four full issues of the American Archivist.

6Our professional counterpart, Archivaria, has been
far more successful in this than the American Archi-
vist. Why? Is it because the essays are more contro-
versial? Is it because the contents are of a higher quality
and generate discussion? Does the Canadian archival
community differ that much from the community in
the United States? I must admit there are some dif-
ferences, such as those reflected in the manner in which
Canadians have approached the development of ar-
chival descriptive standards, but I do not personally
believe these differences are such that the discussion
about the archival literature should be more vigorous
than it is in the United States. Nonetheless, there are
substantial differences.
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From the Editor 13

can soon repeat themselves endlessly with
little additional insight.7

In these comments I have tried to de-
scribe my various roles. I have dealt with
matters of the gatekeeper role, the editor's
role in forming the literature, and the mat-
ter of professional consensus. But what about
the matter of the "quality" of contents?
Or, in a very closely related issue, the role
of the editor as an educator or counselor to
potential authors?

There is no question that there is an ed-
ucational aspect to the editing of this jour-
nal. The American Archivist is certainly the
bread and butter for most American archi-
val educators; its essays update other basic
manuals or monographs, providing the most
recent views on archival practice and the-
ory. The row after row of issues of this
journal also provide a fairly comprehensive
set of perspectives on nearly any archival
topic, and the educator can purposely select
writings that conflict to serve as a catalyst
for classroom debate and discussion. The
educator needs to remember that his or her
students are usually discovering for the first
time the riches (and weaknesses) of the half-
century accumulation of the journal. The
American Archivist also reflects the history
of our national archival community and the
core of research called for and conducted,
opinions expressed and challenged, and ac-
tivities engaged in and completed. So, it
should stand to reason, the editor will func-
tion as an educator of sorts. But that role

7One example of this, in my opinion, is the contin-
uing sixty-year debate about the source of education,
history or library/information science for future ar-
chivists. Little new has been contributed to this dis-
cussion since the late 1930s. One role of the editor of
the American Archivist is to be as familiar as possible
with the published literature so as to inform, as po-
litely as possible, prospective authors that the topic
of their essay either does not take into account the
existing literature or, in fact, seems to rediscover con-
cepts and opinions long held by the profession. This
is one of the editor's most difficult roles.

is not, in my opinion, one that enters into
the working relationship with authors.

My response to this question may seem
controversial, and I know it differs signif-
icantly from the opinions of some of my
predecessor editors. In terms of reviewing,
selecting, and revising manuscripts for
publication in the American Archivist, I don't
think the editor should be seen only as an
educator or the process as an educational
one. The editor should be concerned first
with the quality of the content of the con-
tributions and then with the quality of their
writing and presentation. The editor de-
cides for publication on the former aspect
and then works to achieve the latter; if the
second aspect cannot be achieved in an ac-
ceptable manner by the author, the manu-
script will probably not be published. It is
not the role of the editor to re-write, no
matter what the potential value of the con-
tribution. There is no question that the ed-
iting process is intended to strengthen the
final version of the essay, but its main pur-
pose is to produce the best possible record
of archival research and other writing. When
I inherited these responsibilities as editor I
actually revised the "Author's Guidelines"
and "Editorial Policy" to reflect this. The
role of the editor is to seek out solid and
mature thinking and work, and I believe
this is an essential task for the profession.
Even winners of the student writing con-
test, the Pease Award, should be judged by
the same criteria as other manuscripts if the
essay is to be published in the American
Archivist.^

These are some additional reflections on
the roles of the American Archivist editor.

8So, this particular award committee should, first,
determine the best student paper of those submitted,
and, second, evaluate and decide whether the essay
meets appropriate criteria for publication in the Amer-
ican Archivist. Given the continued strengthening of
graduate archival education programs, I predict that
an increasing portion of the essays published in the
journal will emanate from these programs.
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You can judge how well they are being
carried out by the contents of the issues you
receive. And, furthermore, I continue to
welcome comments about what the Amer-
ican Archivist is and should be. We may
not agree, but you can have the last wcfrd
by submitting interesting and important re-
search and writing on archival topics. Your
submissions will be fairly reviewed and

evaluated, and some will be published.
Those published will become part of the
record of our profession's history.

RICHARD J. COX

P U B L I C A T I O N

Archival Theory and Information
Technologies: The Impact of
Information Technologies on Archival
Principles and Methods

by Charles M. Dollar

This publication presents current
perspectives on electronic records,
contrasts North American and
European viewpoints, and cogently
applies archival principles to
electronic records management.
Essential reading for all archivists.

Published by University of
Macerata, Ancona, Italy
(1992) 117 pp., paperback
$25 SAA members
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plus $5.50 shipping/handling
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