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Archivists and Change

IN MY EDITORIAL INTRODUCTIONS to Amer-
ican Archivist issues, 1 have written about
the need for research, reevaluation of ar-
chival practice and the assumptions under-
lying practice, the myriad complex issues
facing archivists, and a host of related and
often challenging matters. My essays have
reflected both my own concerns, captured
in my own research and writing and gen-
erated by my teaching and observations
about the profession, and the substance of
the content of essays published in the jour-
nal. This particular issue also prompts one
to speculate a bit about the current state of
archival practice, a continuing purpose of
the American Archivist. The research arti-
cles, case studies, and perspectives are all,
in their own way, calls for change and new
approaches to some basic archival func-
tions. As another American Archivist issue
(Fall 1993) reflected, we are surrounded by
controversial and troublesome concerns;
we can add constant change to this litany.

As a group, archivists might seem un-
likely advocates for change. There is a con-
servative aspect to the mission to preserve
and manage records with continuing value
to society. We are the ‘‘remembrancers’’
of society. Anthropologist Jack Goody has
shown that, as writing increased in impor-
tance in particular societies, new profes-
sions developed to safeguard and even
interpret the writing in a conserving fash-

ion.! Archivists have often been in that
role. As society and its institutions are rap-
idly transformed by technological, legal,
fiscal, political, and other pressures and
events, the primary roles of the archivist to
identify, preserve, and provide access to
the records of continuing value could ap-
pear to be anchors in an otherwise stormy
present. Appearances can be deceiving.
Not only must archivists capture the es-
sence of the changing society as they ap-
praise and acquire, these professionals
must adapt their methods and even their
message as needed in order to continue to
strive for their mission. All of the essays
in this issue concern, in some form and ei-
ther directly or indirectly, change.

The Duff-Toms research article leading
off this issue relates to an age-old archival
tradition, the adoption and adaptation of
technology to enhance practice. In this
study, the authors consider a hypertext ver-
sion of the Canadian Rules for Description
(RAD) and its utility for assisting novice
archivists to create archival descriptions.
While the results are somewhat inconclu-
sive, the creation of HyperRAD and its test-

'See, for example, Jack Goody, The Logic of Writ-
ing and the Organization of Society (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1986) and The Interface
Between the Written and the Oral (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1987).
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ing are two welcome indications of change.
One is the creative use of technology to
improve the work of archivists, while the
other indication is the interest in evaluating
the effectiveness of the technology and re-
porting the research results to the archival
profession. I have written often about the
need for research in our profession, so this
enables me to focus on the subject of
change.

Archivists have adapted through the cen-
turies, across a variety of recording media
and with the use of devices retrieved from
outside the profession, from catalog cards
to on-line public access catalogs and from
pencils to laptops. The development of
HyperRAD is another example of the use
of automated mediation systems for archi-
val work. Personally, I think it signals a
shift from focusing on the labor of reduc-
ing unprocessed fonds by sheer brute effort
to focusing on how to introduce design so-
lutions to practical problems. HyperRAD
might fail, but archivists should commit to
investing the time of their best and bright-
est in the design of systems that improve
basic practices. Writings by cognitive sci-
entist Donald Norman and management
guru Peter Senge have recently captured
the way in which organizations throughout
society are being more creative in solving
problems of efficiency, effectiveness, reli-
ability, and other related challenges.? Ar-

2See Donald Norman, The Design of Everyday
Things (New York: Doubleday, 1988), Turn Signals
Are the Facial Expressions of Automobiles (Reading,
Mass.: Addison-Wesley, 1992), and Things That
Make Us Smart: Defending Human Attributes in the
Age of the Machine (Reading, Mass.: Addison-Wes-
ley, 1993); and Peter Senge, The Fifth Discipline: The
Art and Practice of the Learning Organization (New
York: Doubleday, 1990). These are but examples of
the many volumes that appear nearly daily and that
offer sound advice to the archivist in confronting the
congested work-flow problems aptly described by Da-
vid Bearman in his Archival Methods (Pittsburgh: Ar-
chives and Museum Informatics, 1989). Norman,
Senge, and other such authors call for creativity, in-
novation, risk taking, and common sense; in other
words, they argue for developing the ability to under-
stand and adapt to change.

chivists should be well versed in
technological techniques and their prom-
ises and pitfalls for their own work, a goal
reflecting both the change of the world and
change in the archival profession.

Two case studies in this issue also reflect
change in the archival community. Faye
Phillips’s essay on congressional papers
collection development policies is an able,
straightforward description of how archival
and historical manuscript repositories might
approach the acquisition of such papers.
Given that her essay is an amplification of
her 1984 essay on collection policies, one
might ask what has changed, especially
since the original essay has not been im-
proved on in the intervening decade. For
one thing, her essay reflects and draws on
a substantial body of work on the docu-
mentation of Congress completed in the re-
cent decade. While her essay only alludes
to the documentation strategy concept and
other macroappraisal approaches, Phillips
has brought forth a concrete set of guide-
lines for the acquisition of congressional
papers. It is hoped that her essay will
prompt individual repositories to reflect be-
fore leaping to acquire the papers of each
and every member of Congress, ranging
from one-term legislators to those who in-
fluenced one or more generations of poli-
ticians and citizens. From my own per-
spective, I hope the Phillips essay will lead
to the writing of analyses of just what all
this documentation really means, how it is
being used, and how much it costs to man-
age and maintain. This essay is yet another
benchmark in the sensible maintenance of
such records, and it could be the basis for
individual repositories developing even
more restrictive and practical guidelines for
the acquisition of such materials.

The case study by Jodi Bunnell on the
Katherine Anne Porter collection at the
University of Maryland captures another
essence of change in the archival profes-
sion. When I entered the profession in the
early 1970s, archivists seemed to have rel-
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atively few concerns about copyright or ac-
cess, except those resulting from
negotiated agreements with donors. Recent
court decisions in copyright suggest reason
for alarm, as Bunnell describes, and at the
least require archivists to proceed more
cautiously and deliberately even when try-
ing to do little more than to create a pres-
ervation microfilm copy of a particular
fonds. Bunnell’s call for more political lob-
bying by archivists for common sense copy-
right laws that protect the archival mission
is a logical conclusion from her case study.
It is not the first such action call, and an-
other change would be archivists finally
and effectively uniting to petition for re-
visions to the Copyright Act.

A healthy set of ‘‘perspectives’” articles
also graces this issue and fits into the over-
all theme of change. Michael Nash’s inter-
esting essay on appraising the records of
small businesses represents a change in that
we even have this essay to read. Nash
states that ‘‘when archivists shift their foci
from large corporations to small busi-
nesses, they enter the world of scarce rec-
ords and infinite diversity.”” We could also
state that when archivists shift to consid-
ering the literature on appraising the rec-
ords of small businesses they enter the
world of scarce studies and few method-
ologies. Hopefully, Nash’s essay will stim-
ulate other research and writing on
business archives, an important topic that
has long been neglected in our professional
literature.

The remaining three essays all relate to
the changes wrought on archives and ar-
chivists by electronic information technol-
ogy, a topic archivists have been fretting
about for more than a quarter of a century.
Helen Tibbo’s contribution explores the
manner in which electronic mail and the
Internet may transform archival reference.
Tibbo’s essay is valuable both because it
presents a carefully thought-out set of is-
sues for archivists to mull over and because
it draws on the increasing research and re-

flection going on in the library and infor-
mation science fields about the nature of
the virtual or extended library or other in-
formation provider. Margaret Hedstrom
also examines the networked archives, al-
though her concerns focus on the implica-
tions of electronic records and their
dissemination across networks for the in-
tegrity of these records. She speculates
about the loss of the ‘‘recordness’’ of these
records in a networked environment, and
she raises numerous issues for archivists
and the users of archives to ponder. There
is a tension between the traditional notions
of an archives and archivists and their roles
and images in the modern information age.
At the heart of Hedstrom’s message is the
sense of a dramatically changed archives.
Finally, Lydia Reid has provided some
practical advice for educating archivists in
electronic records management. The diver-
sity of graduate, continuing, in-service, and
self-paced educational venues—many po-
tential and some already established—that
she describes reflects how the archival pro-
fession has shifted from reliance on just a
few educational approaches to considering
the potential of many different opportuni-
ties. The essays by Tibbo, Hedstrom, and
Reid reiterate the notion that the archival
profession, the organizations the profession
works in, and the society the profession
serves are all undergoing immense altera-
tions.

The American Archivist should be both
a vehicle for chronicling how archivists
have responded to change and a means for
assisting archivists to cope with change. As
a profession, archivists are called to serve
society in some important ways, and unless
they are able to comprehend and deal with
the change going on in that society, this
service will be compromised. On listservs
and professional newsletters, at profes-
sional conferences and seminars, and wher-
ever archivists tend to gather, 1 have
witnessed a deep concern about what is go-
ing on in society and organizations and the
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implications for archival work. What I
have not often heard or seen evidence of is
the relevance of professional writings to
these issues and concerns. This may mean
a number of different things. Perhaps the
literature is not relevant to these concerns.
Or perhaps the literature is not thought
about in this fashion. Or perhaps archivists
simply do not read their own professional
literature. My aim here is not to embrace

any of these potential explanations. I do
know, however, that anyone who takes a
few minutes to read this one issue of the
journal will find much of practical use and
considerable stimulation for self-reflection
about his or her own daily practice.
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