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Commentary on Archival Strategies

Reflections On Archival Strategies
IAN E. WILSON

Abstract: Even if one is not satisfied with David Bearman's solutions to the questions he
raises in Archival Methods and Archival Strategies, the issues of reinventing archival
functions are important and need to be addressed by the archival community. Some of the
challenges to the application of Bearman's proposed strategies are the undeniable cultural
purposes of archives and the changing nature and growing complexity and interrelatedness
of government bureaucracies. In addition, the right of the public to use archives is fun-
damental and a fuller awareness of the needs of both traditional and potential archival
stakeholders is necessary in any reinvention process. Ultimately, however, the reinvention
process will not be one of debate but of action; its success dependent on the creativity of
the archival staffs and archival administrators who address the issues raised by Bearman.

About the author: Ian E. Wilson is the Archivist of Ontario and holds an appointment as an Adjunct
Professor in the Faculty of Information Studies, University of Toronto. He began his career as an
archivist at Queen's University, Kingston, and served as Provincial Archivist of Saskatchewan from
1976 to 1986. This paper was prepared for the Annual Meeting of the Society of American Archivists,
Indianapolis, 8 September 1994. The author expanded on the theme of the use of archives and
communications with client groups in a plenary address presented to the Fourth European Confer-
ence on Archives (Lancaster, England) 15 September 1994. That paper was published as "Strategies
for Communications" in the Journal of the Society of Archivists 16 (Spring 1995): 55-69. Both
papers draw on and develop ideas first presented by the author in "Towards a Vision of Archival
Service, " Archivaria 31 (Winter 1990-91): 91-100.
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Reflections On Archival Strategies 415

ALTHOUGH WE ARE HERE to discuss the
current and future state of archives, I
would like to draw your attention to a more
immediate, and, some might say, more im-
portant topic: The baseball strike.

There are, even here I expect, many still
suffering withdrawal pains brought on by
the strike. With Canada the new home of
World Series champions, I thought I would
set the context for my remarks with a
World Series anecdote. Just after one of the
games in last year's series, three umpires
were discussing their philosophical ap-
proaches to calling pitches. The first
boasted that,

"I calls 'em as I sees 'em."
The second claimed to be more epistemo-
logically advanced, stating firmly,

"I calls 'em as they actually are."
The third concluded the discussion with a
firm declaration,
"They just ain't nuttin' until I calls 'em."
[I believe this is the way umpires talk. If I
have perpetrated an umpirical stereotype I
do apologize.]

The two papers by David Bearman un-
der consideration today, his 1989 paper on
Archival Methods and the other he just out-
lined, Archival Strategies, combine all
three approaches in examining the archival
reality.

First: "I calls 'em as I sees 'em." These
papers present a unique perspective on our
collective archival endeavor. They distill
the reflections of more than a decade by
one who has worked in an archival setting
and who has advised archives, libraries and
museums. Closely familiar with the litera-
ture, knowledgeable in the possibilities and
imperatives of technology, and participat-
ing in archival discussion in several coun-
tries on three continents, Bearman's
considered perspective has breadth and
depth few of us can claim. It is a stimulat-
ing one I value.

Next, "I calls 'em as they are." Bear-
man's observations are direct and candid.
The most difficult thing about his writing

is that he takes our profession's proudest
statements of institutional ambition at face
value. To him, these are not the hollow
words budget analysts so cynically dismiss.
The words "permanence," "enduring,"
"posterity," "appraisal," "accessible,"
and "accountable," Bearman takes very
seriously. Holding up the harsh mirror of
institutional resources, he identifies the
widening gap between proud intention and
our ability to deliver. More fundamentally,
he argues our current approach to archival
methodology is inadequate to the task.1

Traditional approaches to appraisal, de-
scription, preservation, and use are vari-
ously described as "bankrupt"2 or "fatally
flawed,"3 or as methods "that prevent
[their] completion,"4 and archivists as be-
ing indifferent to their users.5 In sum, this
is the "impoverishment of leadership and
imagination" he has addressed elsewhere.6

This is indeed a harsh wake-up call from a
colleague whom I respect.

At the same time, in "calling 'em as
they are," Bearman laments the lack of ba-
sic data or studies on which to assess the
archival endeavor.7 Consistent, hard data
about archival resources and activity are
rare. The baseline required to measure
change is, at best, faint. Attempts to plan
archival development above the institu-
tional level — at the regional, state, or na-
tional levels — have been sporadic. Few
comparative statistics are available to as-

'David Bearman, Archival Methods, Archives and
Museum Informatics Technical Report, vol. 3, no. 1
(Spring 1989), i.

2David Bearman, "Archival Strategies" American
Archivist 58 (Fall 1995): 392.

'Bearman, Archival Methods, 10.
"Bearman, Archival Methods, 28.
'Bearman, Archival Methods, 39.
6David Bearman, "Towards National Information

Systems for Archives and Manuscript Repositories:
Policies, Problems and Prospects," in Towards Na-
tional Information Systems for Archives and Manu-
script Repositories: The National Information Systems
Task Force (NISTF) Papers: 1981-1984 (Chicago:
Society of American Archivists, 1987), 87-89.

7Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 382, n. 5.
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sess our archival endeavor, its dimensions,
capabilities, its use of resources, its prod-
ucts or outcomes. In the absence of such
detail, Bearman uses his own experience,
generalizing at times, at others drawing as-
sumptions about public, bureaucratic, and
professional motivations and attitudes. I
should add that, as commentators, we have
the same limitations and will leave to you
to judge whether we talk of things as we
sees 'em or as they are.

There is a great deal of the third umpire
in Bearman's thinking: — "they just ain't
nuttin' until I calls 'em." He proposes new
ways of conceptualizing each aspect of the
archival endeavor, replete with sparkling
insights and bold suggestions for new ways
of accomplishing our common goal. He
provides both vision and innovative tech-
niques for moving towards its realization.
It would require a series of panels to ex-
plore this vision and the approaches in the
detail they deserve. Some are highly con-
troversial, others iconoclastic, some merely
new or an expansion of current practice: all
merit consideration. While we might de-
bate these at inconclusive length, the es-
sential point remains that Bearman is
asking most of the right questions. His an-
swers may not always satisfy, but the ques-
tions he poses must be on our institutional,
if not our professional, agendas until they
are satisfactorily addressed. The question
underlying both of Bearman's papers is
whether we as archivists are going to un-
dertake the proactive reinvention of our
function or whether other forces, like
budget, staffing, and space constraints,
competition from other information re-
source managers, and the inexorable effects
of information technology and telecom-
munications on our society, will do it for
us. Are we to join with those in education,
health care, financial services, social assis-
tance, entertainment, public administration,
and business in adapting to changing con-
ditions and social expectations? While I
hesitate in using the dreaded " r " words

(re-engineering, re-inventing, restructur-
ing), the challenge Bearman has issued,
spanning all aspects of our function, in a
bureaucracy or in society, can only be sum-
marized by one of these " r " words. Bear-
man's papers apply to archives the same
questioning and rigor now being brought
to bear in other aspects of governmental
and institutional life. His argument is a re-
flection of the theme of the book Rein-
venting Government by David Osborne and
Ted Gaebler.

For the last 50 years, political debate
in America has centred on questions
of ends: what government should do,
and for whom. We believe such de-
bates are secondary today, because
we simply do not have the means to
achieve the new ends we seek....We
have new goals, yes, but our govern-
ments cannot seem to achieve them.
The central failure of government to-
day is one of means, not ends?

Other authors discuss the "twilight of hi-
erarchy"9 or dismantle the Weberian un-
derstanding of bureaucracy:

The problem is that government
bureaucracy, as conceived and devel-
oped through the last century, is not
up to the challenges of the next. Its
foundations do not fit new problems.10

Along the way, they note the public skep-
ticism of the promises and grand visions

"David Osbome and Ted Gaebler, Reinventing
Government: How the Entrepreneurial Spirit Is
Transforming the Public Sector (Don Mills, Ontario:
Addison-Wesley Publishing Company Inc., 1992),
xxi.

'Harlan Cleveland as quoted in Osbome and Gae-
bler, Reinventing Government, 253.

'"Donald F. Kettl, "Managing on the Frontiers of
Knowledge: The Learning Organization," in New
Paradigms For Government, P.W. Ingraham, B.S.
Romzek and Associates (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass
Publishers, 1994), 21.
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Reflections On Archival Strategies 417

advanced by the professions that comprise
the bureaucracy.11 Government programs
based on the expertise of professionals are
the target of public humor and occasional
scorn, and the proposition that the private
sector is more efficient verges on a truism,
accepted uncritically.

Confidence in government has fallen
to record lows. By the late 1980s,
only 5 per cent of Americans sur-
veyed said they would choose gov-
ernment service as their preferred
career. Only 13 per cent of top fed-
eral employees said they would rec-
ommend a career in public service.
Nearly three out of four Americans
said they believed Washington deliv-
ered less value for the dollar than it
had 10 years earlier.12

And that was before the financial crisis of
the 1990s. Archives are part of the bureau-
cratic and institutional milieu. We are not
immune from the public expectation, in-
deed, demand for change.

In Archival Strategies, Bearman ob-
serves that Archival Methods has been
cited more often in Canadian and Austra-
lian archival literature than American.
Even so, most of these citations occur in
discussions of electronic records. Others
have drawn on his analysis of the inade-
quacy of appraisal and descriptive ap-
proaches in the continuing discussion in
Archivaria seeking a theory of appraisal.
Terry Cook and, more recently, Richard
Brown, have been making advances, both
in the literature and in actually revamping
the records-scheduling processes in the Ca-
nadian federal government. They seek rec-
ords appraisal based on the function and
context of the record, coupled with a more

"Kettl, "Managing on the Frontiers of Knowl-
edge," 29.

I2Osborne and Gaebler, Reinventing Government, 1.

rigorous and transparent approach to deter-
mining the significance of various func-
tions within an institution or society.13 As
stimulating and provocative as Bearman's
insights have been to these crucial discus-
sions, by focusing only on specific aspects
of his argument, they ignore the broader
significance of Bearman's challenge. Ar-
chival Methods and now Archival Strate-
gies fuel professional debate, but the true
challenge is to our institutions — our ar-
chival administrators — to act; to unleash
the creative ability in our staff and to ex-
plore new ways to fulfill our social goals.
These will involve changing our appraisal
and descriptive approaches without a
doubt, but they involve much more.

As with any re-inventing process, Bear-
man begins by making the case for drastic
action. The statistics he cites in Archival
Methods regarding the number of record-
creating governments and corporate enti-
ties; the person-power required to appraise
or accession society's records; the cost of
extending the life of significant original
documents by just a century or two; and
the few citizens using archives, are elo-
quent. The disparity between these and the
actual capability of the existing archival
system is humbling. This disparity, though,
rests on the perceived gap between the
goals of the archival system and its re-
sources. And, as Bearman remarks, ar-
chives have never been particularly clear
about their goals whether as individual in-
stitutions or as a collective system.

In Archival Strategies, Bearman exam-
ines a number of formulations of our over-

'3Richard Brown, "Records Acquisition Strategy
and its Theoretical Foundation: The Case for a Con-
cept of Archival Hermeneutics," Archivaria 33 (Win-
ter 1991-92): 34-56 and Terry Cook, "Mind over
Matter: Towards a New Theory of Archival
Appraisal," in The Archival Imagination: Essays in
Honour of Hugh A. Taylor, edited by Barbara L.
Craig (Ottawa: Association of Canadian Archivists,
1992), 38-70.
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all goal.14 He considers a simple statement
of the four functions of archives inade-
quate; dismisses "the preservation of the
corporate memory" as lacking in popular
appeal; and turns to ensuring evidence and
accountability as preferable.15 This ap-
proach is useful in his subsequent argu-
ment. It is an extremely powerful approach
in explaining archives to our colleagues in
other information disciplines and in provid-
ing a foundation for rethinking archival
methodology.

Society requires institutions — archives
— which are dedicated to the preservation
of evidence of functions and transactions
important to understanding the society. The
accountability of government and public
institutions in a democratic society is one
part of this. But as we move further into
virtual reality, special effects, historical
speculation and fiction, society requires
some basis to sort valid evidence from the
imaginative. We are in a 500-channel uni-
verse where the starship "Enterprise" is
more real than a moon landing. Perhaps, it
has been argued, the landings never took
place but were produced on a Hollywood
backlot. Canadian courts have held lengthy
hearings, examining evidence to determine
whether the Holocaust in Europe actually
happened. Biographers invent dialogue and
countless writers of popular fiction weave
the events and personalities of World War
II and the Cold War into plausible stories.
These creative writers may well be the
keepers of the popular past. Zelig and For-
rest Gump wander through modern Amer-
ican history. Past, present, future, fact, and
fiction meld seamlessly and where does
one turn to find the authoritative record of
what is real?

Bearman muses on this toward the end
of Archival Methods, observing that many
regard written and visual evidence with ap-

'"Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 389-91.
15Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 390-91.

propriate suspicion and disregard.16 But, I
suspect, many others, believers in conspir-
acy theories and UFOs, treat each docu-
mentary scrap with exquisite reverence. In
this society, a record of continuing value,
maintained with the full context of its cre-
ation and selection, is one of the few bul-
warks against giving way wholly to fiction,
story telling and a completely relativistic
approach to fact.

I find, though, that the equation of ar-
chives and evidence is necessary but not
sufficient to define the role of archives in
society. There is a larger purpose to which
evidence and accountability contribute.
Here, Bearman and I are failed by the
available literature. I am not aware of any
comparative study seeking to explain why
archives thrive in certain societies at cer-
tain times and struggle through benign ne-
glect in others. Part of the explanation for
this variance undoubtedly lies in the mar-
keting abilities of archivists. But my ex-
perience and research convince me that the
archival seed falls upon more fertile
ground in some societies than others. In
Canada, there is wide disparity in support
for archives, ranging from archival expen-
ditures of $2.19 per capita federally to
$1.03 in Quebec, $1.33 in New Brunswick,
down to $0.59 in Ontario, and $0.33 in Al-
berta.17

The 1980 SSHRC report on Canadian
Archives articulated the many justifications
we use for archives: culture and identity,
accountability, evidence of rights and de-
cisions, legal requirements, rights to infor-
mation, and the cost efficiency of records
management systems. We even explained
to "Philistine budget analysts" (I apolo-
gize to the real Philistines) that archival
collections could be viewed as appreciating

l6Bearman, Archival Methods, 61-62.
"Federal, Provincial, Territorial Archivists Confer-

ence (Canada), Unpublished comparative statistics,
1993/94.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-02 via free access



Reflections On Archival Strategies 419

capital assets.18 Over the years, in different
circumstances, archival administrators
draw on one or more of these arguments
from this arsenal to defend their programs.
Yet the fact remains that archives prosper
over the decades in those societies with a
strong sense of identity — of shared ex-
perience, and with a continuing interaction
with the past. Consider Quebec and On-
tario — Quebec with a strong sense of re-
sponsibility in maintaining francophone
culture and language in North America,
with "Je me souviens" written on every
license plate. On the other hand, Ontario,
a culturally diverse and amorphous prov-
ince, has tended to see itself in local and
ethno-cultural identities or in national
terms, with little sense of the province. In
Quebec, $1.03 per capita for archives, vs.
$0.59 per capita in Ontario.

The 1980 report on Canadian Archives
came to the ambitious conclusion:

Archives collections can indeed be-
come the recorded social memory,
comprehensive in scope, growing
systematically, and accessible to all
who want to draw upon it.19

This higher purpose in the Canadian archi-
val tradition was stated in the petition in
1871 to establish a national archives, and
echoes through the establishment of pro-
vincial archives in this century, and the
1980 SSHRC report to its latest statement
in the current mission of the National Ar-
chives of Canada:

To preserve the collective memory of
the nation and of the Government of
Canada and to contribute to the pro-

tection of rights and the enhancement
of a sense of national identity.20

Bearman tends to dismiss such appeals as
"the nostalgia of the unappreciated past,"
urging instead that we focus on "the im-
mediate requirements of today."21 He in-
terprets the cultural argument as benefiting
some indefinite, ill-defined future.22 He is
right in his assessment that defining the ar-
chival endeavor in terms of some immeas-
urable future benefit is pointless. But
informed dialogue with the past, recent or
distant, is an essential attribute of civili-
zation today. Societies value this to a
greater or lesser extent, depending on the
priorities of the era. The social memory,
whether rooted in myth or history, is one
of our key bases for the interpretation of
our contemporary experiences, and for ac-
tion.

One does not need to be a reference ar-
chivist for very long to witness genuine
delight in discovering another fact about
one's family; the intensity with which local
historians pursue detail, or the reverence
with which some handle a document ac-
tually touched and signed by some historic
personage. The material in our keeping
links the generations in the most direct and
meaningful way. It communicates directly
on many levels, as evidence, but also on
an emotional plane.

Much political discourse invokes the im-
agery of the past — triumphs, presumed
lessons, or shared sense of grievance. The
result can be as crude as certain closed na-
tionalisms or as enlightened as using the
self-knowledge of a society, of its strengths
and weaknesses, in addressing change. The
President of Ireland, visiting Grosse-Isle
(the Canadian equivalent of Ellis Island) in

'"Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
of Canada, Canadian Archives (Ottawa: Minister of
Supply and Services Canada, 1980), 7.

"Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council
of Canada, Canadian Archives, 106.

20National Archives of Canada, Strategic Ap-
proaches 1992-1996 (Ottawa: Minister of Supply and
Services Canada, 1992), 5.

21Bearman, Archival Methods, 66-67.
22Bearman, Archival Methods, 59-60.
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August 1994, made eloquent use of the
past. Drawing the parallel between 15,000
Irish immigrants who died on Grosse-Isle
in the Great Migration of the late 1840s
with the Rwandan refugees of today, she
urged action:

If we are participants, we engage
with the past in terms of the present.
If we are spectators, then we close
these people into a prison of statistics
and memories from which they can
never escape to challenge our con-
science and compassion.23

For similar reasons, we document and re-
member the Holocaust; address the land
rights of our First Nations; and apologize
to our citizens of Japanese descent for their
mistreatment during World War II. The
collective memory of a community, insti-
tution, cultural group, or society is a pow-
erful force. Those archives that can tap into
this force and become the authoritative liv-
ing memory of their community, however
defined, thrive.

While considering the overall acquisi-
tion mandate of the archival system in so-
ciety, Bearman touches on the question of
the extent of the potential universe of rec-
ords or functions which archives want to
document. Recorded information, evidence
of function or transaction, grows exponen-
tially in technological society. Given an
ideal world, when would archivists rest
content, secure in the knowledge they were
fulfilling their full professional responsibil-
ity to society? Documentation strategies go
some distance in responding to this ques-
tion, but, as Bearman notes, these are scat-
tered initiatives with "no meta-methodol-
ogy for selecting the areas which need
documentation strategies."24 He then al-

23The Globe and Mail (Toronto), 22 August 1994,
A4.

MBearman, "Archival Strategies," 383.

lows the question to drop, focusing down
on the appraisal of functions within organ-
izations. This is understandable, as few ar-
chivists, save those like Helen Samuels and
Terry Cook who address documentation
strategies, look beyond institutional bound-
aries. In Canada, where such a question is
fundamental to our "total archives" tradi-
tion, seeking documentary material in all
media from private and public sources, the
question is addressed pragmatically, day-
by-day, with little theory but long experi-
ence to guide us.

If our goal is to shape a representative
record, despite methodological advances,
as Bearman argues, much remains to be
done. It is difficult, on a macro-planning
level, to assess the adequacy of the archival
system unless the magnitude of our goal is
denned.

On an institutional level most archives
will refer to their legislated or prescribed
mandate, emphasizing that their first re-
sponsibility is to the government or organ-
ization that created them. As budget and
staff constraints take hold, the first ten-
dency of most archival administrators is to
focus narrowly on their core mandate, at-
tempting to provide archival service for the
official records until budgets improve.
Much of Bearman's discussion on the in-
terrelated archival tasks of appraisal and
description focuses exclusively on the
functions and activities of the archives'
sponsoring organization.

This traditional approach to understand-
ing a government or modern organization
is less and less adequate. While we as ar-
chivists struggle to respond to the impact
of information technologies, the organiza-
tions we serve are being equally trans-
formed. We now see it daily, as traditional
departments, structured with professional
expertise in a given policy or program field
prove inadequate to the complex, intercon-
nected problems of society. Inter-depart-
mental task forces, private/public
partnerships, new administrative entities
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come and go as governments struggle to
keep pace. A think tank of senior Canadian
federal officials recently concluded:

As society becomes more intercon-
nected, complex and turbulent, more
traditional ways of organizing and
governing are being overwhelmed. In
a more educated, interconnected, in-
formation-rich environment, govern-
ing systems predicated on a limited
flow of information, including both
bureaucracy and representative de-
mocracy itself, lose their credibility
and authority. Unless those systems
can adjust themselves to the realities
of the information society, that pro-
cess of overload and fragmentation,
which we are witnessing in Canada
and around the world, will continue
and accelerate.25

The democratization of information has en-
abled more groups and individuals to play
an informed and effective role in gover-
nance.

Government lost its overwhelming
technical advantage as technical un-
certainties increased. The result was
a significant levelling of political
power. Government and its bureau-
crats could no longer assume that
others would defer to its superior
technical knowledge. Well-armed
combatants in the political process
could fight with each other — and
with government bureaucrats — on
any issue....

Gone are the days when the power of
the bureaucracies rested on their
ownership of information. Cleveland
(1985) has argued forcefully that, as

peculiar as it ever might have been
even to think about an organization's
"owning" an idea, emerging tech-
nologies make it ludicrous to believe
that information can be husbanded or
traded as a resource. Increasing ac-
cess to information has led to in-
creasing access to political power,
and the result is a "twilight of hier-
archy."

Together, these trends have undercut
government's traditional hierarchy:
its internal hierarchical structure and,
in a more esoteric perspective, its
place at the top of society's hierarchy
as well. Smaller-scale, more decen-
tralized, less concentrated technology
has also helped level power, both
power within government and power
over government.26

There remains no clear boundary around
the functions of a government or institu-
tion. The walls are porous to information.
Power is shared. Policy is developed in
close collaboration between government
and a host of stakeholders. Government
programs are delivered by a great variety
of service providers. In some areas, gov-
ernment has ceded its role and authority to
the private sector entirely. What is it we
really need to capture and preserve?

The budget for the province of Ontario
likely reflects the expenditure of public
funds in other jurisdictions:

1% is spent on departmental admin-
istration,
13% on direct program delivery by
the civil service,
86% is spent on the delivery of serv-
ices and programs by other levels of
government, and a multitude of agen-
cies.

25Steven Rosell et al., Governing in an Information
Society (Montreal: Institute for Research on Public
Policy, 1992), 91.

26Kettl, "Managing on the Frontiers of Knowl-
edge," 30.
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Does a government archives focus only on
the 1 percent or 13 percent of govern-
mental activity, or should we shift the goal
to the archives of governance, addressing
the much broader role and responsibility of
government within society. When infor-
mation and power flow broadly in society,
the archives of governance must include
the many service partners of government
and the stakeholders in and outside the for-
mal political system who now actively par-
ticipate in the development of public
policy. The archives of governance cannot
be restricted by traditional distinctions be-
tween the public and private sectors nor be-
tween the not-for-profit and commercial
sectors. Just as information flows amongst
such agencies and entities, just as their
functions within society are shared or part-
nered, the archival appraisal process must
follow the information rather than organi-
zational boundaries. The documentary ev-
idence of the decisions and transactions
involved in our life as a society does not
reside only within the four walls of gov-
ernment. As the Canadian "Total Ar-
chives" approach has long argued,
evidence with significant social value may
be found in many hands, official and pri-
vate. In the information environment, this
is true of every government and institution.
The challenge for archives is immense.

To address the archives of governance
whether in an institutional, corporate, or
government setting, we urgently need to
operationalize the high-level approaches to
function-based appraisal and description
advocated by Bearman, Brown, and others.
Our resources are not likely to grow to cor-
respond to the dimensions of governance
in an information society, so unless we are
to continue expending most of our precious
archival resources on a small part of gov-
ernment activity, our approach and our cri-
teria for selection must shift to a higher
level.

Changes rippling through our sponsoring
bodies have further implications for the im-

plementation of Bearman's proposed strat-
egies. After identifying the case for
reinventing archives and new approaches
to appraisal and description, Bearman sug-
gests a variety of creative approaches to
leverage constrained archival resources. A
number of these strategies, contributing to
our broad goal of ensuring evidence, de-
pend, as many reinvention strategies do, on
having others do the work for us—what
reinvention guru Michael Hammer has
called "death by hand off." Bearman fore-
sees the archives establishing standards for
documentation, maintaining information
about the information resources of the or-
ganization, but divesting themselves of re-
sponsibility for maintaining the record,
whatever its format.27 He notes the reluc-
tance of some records creators in parting
with their offspring and suggests this can
be turned to advantage by enlisting them
in the archival endeavor. He sees risk and
accountability as key motivators for the
records creators,2? especially if these are re-
inforced by administrative controls in the
hands of the archivist. His objective, com-
mendably, is to make other organizations
take recordkeeping "as seriously as hos-
pitals take creating patient records or utility
companies take creating nuclear waste dis-
posal records."29 To accomplish this will
require a rise in corporate risk sensitivity.
This can be accomplished by establishing
controls over how others maintain their
records30 or by establishing "stronger in-
house standards and implementing] sys-
tems in such a way that failure to create
records would become a willful avoidance,
requiring an explanation."31 At other
points, Bearman discusses regulations,
guidelines, requirements, and even guer-

27Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 384, 391, 402-
3, 408.

28Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 388, 398.
29Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 392.
30Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 384, 398.
31Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 398.
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rilla action to increase the sense of corpo-
rate risk32 and ensure accountability for
good recordkeeping practice. He empha-
sizes the risk management side of archives
and records management throughout.

I must confess that, given my experience
in government, I am not as sanguine as
Bearman about the effectiveness of risk
and accountability as motivators for bu-
reaucratic action or political commitment.
Nor, in surveying the literature on public
administration can I find others who per-
ceive the importance of records and ar-
chives in this connection. In recent
decades, most governments have estab-
lished a variety of accountability mecha-
nisms: ombudsmen, freedom of
information legislation, auditors, human
rights commissions, employment equity
commissions, and whistleblowing legisla-
tion. Of course, every journalist around the
legislature is a potential Woodward or
Bernstein. These accountability mecha-
nisms are immediate and well-publicized.
It is rare indeed that records three or four
years old are called upon. The public mem-
ory is fleeting, and with politicians and
governments changing quickly, few care
about the closely guarded secrets of just a
few years ago.

Risk and accountability become even
more diffuse with the trend to contract out
government services to private sector or
quasi-public sector partners. This is "the
hollow state," with fewer public servants
managing a growing loose and amorphous
sector. Even in the normally tightly con-
trolled and regulated area of expenditure, a
1992 U.S. Office of Management and
Budget study found that the Defense Con-
tract Audit Agency had a five-year back-
log, with 12,000 contracts worth nearly
$160 billion unaudited.33 As another author

32Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 398.
33H. B. Milward, "Implications of Contracting

Out," in Ingraham, Romzek, et al., New Paradigms
For Government, 45.

observes, "where auditing and evaluation
are concerned, the government increasingly
knows only what contractors tell it."34 Our
prospects for controlling the records of a
major part of government activity are not
promising.

While tightly administered regulations
and penalties stronger than a scold would
help, Bearman's tendency towards control-
based solutions contradicts the intent of
reinvention scenarios.

The trend in most of these reforms is
away from bureaucratic and legalistic
accountability mechanisms, and to-
ward professional and political ac-
countability mechanisms where the
emphasis is more on trust, outputs,
and outcomes.35

A recent book, New Paradigms for Gov-
ernment, concludes with central issues fac-
ing the public service community as much
as the archival community:

More broadly, the American polity
needs to identify the tasks of govern-
ment that are indispensable to sus-
taining our commitment to
democratic governance. In making
systemic reforms, we must recognize
that our public service must accom-
modate all the values (some of which
are incompatible) that our system of
governance expects to sustain. How
do we cut red tape and increase man-
agerial discretion without eroding ac-
countability?36

34Kettl, "Managing on the Frontiers of Knowl-
edge," 27.

35B. Romzek and M. Dubnick, "Issues of Account-
ability," in Ingraham, Romzek, et al., New Paradigms
for Government, 288.

36B. Romzek and P. Ingraham, "The Challenges
Facing American Public Service," in Ingraham, Ro-
mzek, et al., New Paradigms for Government, 333.
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How indeed? I doubt our ability to secure
further central control and regulation when
the whole tendency is to free up the bu-
reaucracy and encourage entrepreneurship
and risk-taking. And with auditors and
journalists prowling about, most bureau-
crats of my acquaintance fear retaining too
many records rather than too few. They are
concerned about risk, but their natural re-
sponse does not support the archival mis-
sion.

Without a strong compulsion in risk
management or in regulation to control
what other agencies do with their records,
leaving them in their care may not be in
the best interests of the records or the ar-
chives. In suggesting that archivists give up
their role as custodian of the record, Bear-
man relies entirely on the bureaucratic ab-
horrence of risk and strong regulation to
provide record creators with sufficient mo-
tivation to manage their records on a con-
tinuing basis. Experience, trends in public
sector management, and the ambivalence
of risk all argue otherwise. The custodial
role remains both for the massive existing
holdings of archives and for the continuing
record. Certainly there are some non-con-
troversial records for which the originating
agency might appropriately retain custody,
and with the current state of technology
this may be inescapable for electronic rec-
ords. But in maintaining the integrity of the
official record and in administering free-
dom of information and privacy corpo-
rately, many archives have achieved
respect for their role and the impartiality
with which they perform it. As the Chief
Justice of Saskatchewan wrote a few years
ago:

There is an essential link between
freedom of information and the ar-
chival function of preservation of in-
formation. Unless a government
makes effective provision for the se-
lection and preservation of official
records, there is little point in talking

of freedom of information for the in-
formation will not be there to be
studied. Selection must be done by
an official [the archivist] dedicated to
the integrity of the historical record
and free from partisan influences.37

If we are to advance, even to a limited ex-
tent, in the direction Bearman advocates, of
divesting ourselves of curatorial responsi-
bilities, it can only be done warily and with
strict memoranda of understanding where
it is appropriate. And, Bearman's analysis
suggests key relationships we need to es-
tablish.38 Our natural allies in audit, free-
dom of information compliance, and
human rights do not always understand the
link between sound recordkeeping prac-
tices and their concerns regarding account-
ability. Too often, freedom of information
compliance authorities have accepted at
face value departmental assurances that the
record does not exist or cannot be found.
We are encouraging our own freedom of
information commissioner to look behind
that assurance and require proof of author-
ity to dispose signed by the archivist. Other
similar alliances, locally, institutionally,
and professionally are urgently required.

There are other allies as well. It has been
my experience over the years in university
and through several governments, that
there are invariably a few senior officials
in every organization who can be con-
vinced of the higher purpose of archives.
Risk and accountability may be useful, but
one can also appeal to the sense that their
organization is performing an essential
function in society and a record must be
maintained as part of our common heritage.

31 Report of the Honourable E.M. Culliton, Former
Chief Justice of Saskatchewan, on the Matter of Free-
dom of Information and Protection of Privacy in the
Province of Saskatchewan (Regina, Saskatchewan,
1983), 49.

38Bearman, "Archival Strategies," 411.

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://prim

e-pdf-w
aterm

ark.prim
e-prod.pubfactory.com

/ at 2025-07-02 via free access



Reflections On Archival Strategies 425

My comments thus far have dealt with
Bearman's case for reinventing the archival
function and with certain central aspects of
his strategies for appraisal and description.
His subsequent exploration of permanence
highlights the inflated rhetoric we resort to
in expressing our goals. Using the concept
of "continuing value" emphasizes the real
process at work in archives and heritage
conservation generally: each generation
continuously reappraises what it has inher-
ited from the past; maintains what has
value from the perspective of that genera-
tion; uses it; adds significant evidence to it;
and passes it along to the next generation
for further consideration. This is a dy-
namic, not immutable, process, fraught
with value judgments, randomness, and hu-
man frailty. What survives is instructive in
the evidence it provides of the context of
its creation and use. On another level of
analysis, its mere survival bears witness to
the values of the successive generations
who maintained it as part of our common
past. As Bearman correctly points out, fu-
ture generations may not share our interest
in the past, much less the recorded mem-
ory, and over time, they will winnow the
documentary record they inherit from us.
Perhaps. I do know that, in this generation,
the past is a living part of our culture and
sense of identity and we must do our ut-
most to ensure that the record we leave re-
flects the values in which we believe.39

39This concept is not new. Thucydides, in beginning
his history of the Peloponnesian War, lamented the
lack of reliable information about the past. He berated
the poets who exaggerated the importance of their
themes and the prose chroniclers who put sensation
before truth. In writing his own monumental work —
perhaps still the finest history ever written — Thu-
cydides had a higher purpose in mind, one which still
inspires historians and archivists:

It will be enough for me ... if these words of
mine are judged useful by those who want to
understand clearly the events which happened in
the past and which (human nature being what it
is) will, at some time or other and in much the
same ways, be repeated in the future. My work

In addressing the fourth major function
of archives: use, I suspect Bearman was
growing weary. He has followed the pat-
tern noted in the SAA Report on goals and
priorities: "Archivists tend to think about
their work in the order in which it is per-
formed. Inevitably, use comes last."40 The
committee added: "Since the use of archi-
val materials is the goal to which all other
activities are directed, archivists need to re-
examine their priorities." Throughout his
papers, Bearman argues that use today,
rather than use by some ill-defined, un-
knowable future, must underlie any justi-
fication of our role. He urges more
systematic studies of user needs and user
presentation language. He notes archivists'
seeming ambivalence about users —
whether to attract or not, whether to serve
at a distance or not, and a tendency to pre-
fer one type of user over another.41 He al-
lows us to get away with such waffling.

Any discussion of use in a re-invention
strategy for archives must begin with basic
principle. For those of us in government or
other publicly-funded archives there is no
room for further debate about what type of
user we prefer. Most of us work under free-
dom of information laws which establish a
public right of access to information. Hu-
man rights codes state explicitly that every
person has a right to equal treatment with
respect to services, without discrimination.
This is enforceable in many of our juris-
dictions. Recognizing the validity of Bear-
man's aphorism "Most potential users of
archives don't,"42 we need to ensure that

is not a piece of writing designed to meet the
taste of an immediate public, but was done to
last for ever.
""Society of American Archivists, Task Force on

Goals and Priorities, Planning for the Archival Pro-
fession: A Report of the SAA Task Force on Goals
and Priorities (Chicago: Society of American Archi-
vists, 1986), 23.

4lBearman, Archival Methods, 39-41; Bearman,
"Archival Strategies," 385.

42Bearman, Archival Methods, 39.
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the reasons for this do not represent a form
of systemic discrimination. We shouldn't
ask why they want the information, and
such codes and laws don't allow us to.

Most public archives will respond that
our services are free (save for copying
charges) and open to all who ask. Equally,
though, archivists proudly assert that our
collections are unique and irreplaceable.
Translated into public service attitudes,
these adjectives state that archives are a
monopoly. A given archives is the sole
source of certain information and those
seeking that information must do so on
terms we set.

Most archival services were designed to
suit a leisured academic clientele decades
ago. Social expectations have changed. As
I have argued elsewhere:

Our services are frequently struc-
tured to suit those living nearby, or
they favour those rich enough or with
access to research grants for travel.
They respond best to those able to
use the archives during regular busi-
ness hours, and they help those with
the time to explore the record. Dis-
tance alone can be a significant bar-
rier to the young, the elderly, the
poor and the handicapped. I am not
aware of any profile of the users of
Canadian archives. Some years ago,
a study of public libraries concluded
that library users tend to be well-ed-
ucated and in higher-level occupa-
tions, and that as income increases so
does the percentage of respondents
visiting a library. If this is true of li-
braries, given their convenient loca-
tion, just whom are we serving? Our
services are neither free nor equitably
distributed across the population.43

43Ian E. Wilson, "Toward a Vision of Archival
Services," Archivaria 31 (Winter 1990-91): 98.

Any initiative to re-invent public archives
must begin with our client — the public —
and proceed through an examination of the
citizens' needs and expectations of archival
service, however inarticulate they may be.
In the process, it is imperative that we re-
conceptualize our clientele. The public ar-
chives serves its entire society, not just
those few who contact the archives. The
great majority of the population give little
thought to archival service, assuming sim-
ply that if they need some essential record
of public administration it will be avail-
able. They are the passive users of ar-
chives, whose rights and privacy we help
maintain. They depend on archivists to ap-
ply professional standards in selecting, pre-
serving and providing access to
information. Appraisal criteria cannot be
developed to suit the changing research
trends of a small research public, but must
be rooted in a rigorous approach to pre-
serving the vital documentary evidence of
our society for all members of society.

The public must also be seen as potential
active users of archives. Even if a citizen's
only use of an archives is to obtain proof
of birth, of emigration, or of education, his/
her need is legitimate, indeed the very soul
of the archives' existence. As I have sug-
gested above, our traditional approaches to
public service have unconsciously created
barriers limiting the group that might draw
on our services. If we see the public as our
clientele, there are a number of strategies
we might pursue. Public libraries are the
key information providers in most com-
munities. By focusing significant outreach
effort on assisting reference librarians in
understanding our services and potential,
every public library could be a door to the
archival system.

The information revolution has to do
with the capacity to store, retrieve, and
transmit information. Digitization and tel-
ecommunications hold immense potential
for breaking through the limitations the va-
riety and fragility our collections have im-
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posed. In the course of this examination,
we must also address the thorny issue of
service costs. Bearman avoids this, sug-
gesting only that we sell collections. More
revenue can be derived over time from the
sale of high-quality reproductions than the
outright sale of a document or in packaging
our material as information products.
While there is a rich debate in library lit-
erature, few archivists have attempted to
define the basic free services citizens must
expect of a public archives; and the en-
hanced service we might provide on the
"user pay" principle.44 I suspect there are
more people than we imagine willing to
pay for services. As Bearman suggests, we
need to know a great deal more about our
current users, and endeavor to discern the
needs of the broader society. In the process
we will define a typology of use, including
the range of needs of those who visit,
whether it is to do research or browse an
exhibition, as well as those who can access
our microfilm or CD-ROMs offsite, to
those who use archives by way of the work
of others. To Bearman's aphorism I would
add my own:

"Most actual users of archives aren't
aware."

Everyone enjoying a historic site or com-
memorative plaque, seeing museum exhibits,
reading a history book, article, or thesis,
watching historic film, or appreciating the
skill of Ken Burns in making the Civil War
an immediate and human experience is an
archives user. We need more effective strat-
egies than minuscule footnotes in linking the
archival function with these visible results.
By the way, has the SAA approached PBS
and Ken Burns about a follow-up feature on
the sources he used?

My reflections have been at a rather gen-
eral level. I view Bearman's papers as a

"Wilson, "Toward a Vision of Archival Services,"
95.

persuasive call to the archival system to
tackle the difficult process of reinvention.
His analysis of the disparity between our
mission, our goals, and our resources ani-
mates his case. I have added a higher cul-
tural purpose to the mission, a purpose
within which the attributes of evidence and
"recordness" are essential. I have broad-
ened the goals, expanding our mandate, at
least for public records, from government
archives to the archives of governance to
reflect an infinitely more complex environ-
ment. In terms of strategies, I have ques-
tioned whether risk and accountability are
sufficient motivating factors to secure the
cooperation of other agencies. And the
trend in government is strongly away from
further control and regulation. In address-
ing use, I prefer to begin with a view that
access to information is a basic right in a
democratic participatory society. Our serv-
ices must reflect this. We have no small
task before us.

I want to conclude with the one resource
available to the archival endeavor that
Bearman overlooks. This resource is our
most important. Every reinvention proposal
I have encountered deals with goals, func-
tions and processes, but it spends no less
time addressing the essential human ele-
ment. Archives work in a socio-political
context in which we interact with a variety
of stakeholders. Most know little about ar-
chives; others have been led to expect cer-
tain things from archives. Changing these
perspectives will be a gradual, delicate,
and, occasionally, controversial process.
Full consultation with both traditional and
potentially new stakeholders must be an in-
tegral part of the process.

Of course, nothing we talk about here
today can proceed without the informed
and, I hope, enthusiastic participation of
our staff. I have left to one side the dis-
cussion of most of Bearman's specific
strategies, as in my view, this is not the
place to evaluate them. I find them pro-
vocative and stimulating; but the real ere-
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ativity must emanate from staff teams in
each of our institutions.

The staffs I have met in archives across
Canada have chosen the archival endeavor
and have a deep personal commitment to
the role of the record in society. They have
the practical knowledge as to what is fea-
sible, and they have creativity. A true rein-
vention process will set out the case for
action and then unleash the creativity of the
staff. The process may challenge the estab-
lished hierarchies within our archives, and
precisely where the process will lead we
cannot predict. But if we believe in the ar-
chival mission, it is worth the attempt.

In preparing conference papers I usually
find a number of amusing anecdotes to en-
liven the text. This time, I found instead
that I was haunted by a series of letters I
read many years ago amongst the admin-
istrative records of the National Archives
of Canada. This was a file that encapsu-
lated the life of one of the great unknown
heroes of our archival profession; one
about whom, sadly, nothing has been pub-
lished.45 Doris Godfrey joined the staff of
the then Public Archives of Canada in Lon-
don, England in May 1910. She spent her
career perfecting the process of transcrib-
ing by hand, exact copies of the original
records of Canada's colonial administrators
in the Public Record Office. Begun in
1880, this task had evolved into a meticu-
lous science, with its own discipline. She
took no holidays, was seldom sick, and in
February 1939 she was promoted to head
the office. Though she had been doing the
work of her predecessor for most of two
decades, she did not receive either his pay
or his rank. She persevered in the task.

""National Archives of Canada, Record Group 37,
vols. 7 and 8, file 50-11-1, passim. The work of Miss
Godfrey was featured in a paper presented to the 1992
annual meeting of the Society of American Archi-
vists, as yet unpublished. Glenn Wright, "Carrying
on: The Public Archives of Canada and the Second
World War, 1939-45."

Foreseeing the coming of war she secured
the cooperation of the British Public Rec-
ord Office officials so that key records of
the Seven Years' War (French-Indian War)
would remain available for her and her
copyists. Her letters through the Blitz are
eloquent in their understatement. She
found they could continue work on the in-
dex cards by candle light in the air raid
shelter. She reported herself late by half an
hour one morning as five houses beside
hers had been destroyed in the night. Two
copyists left without notice to take work
outside the city, a sign of weakness in the
face of the enemy. By 1945, she wrote that
she had not been to bed in five years, sit-
ting up every night in a brick air-raid shel-
ter. And though war had raged about her,
she had cases of meticulous historical tran-
scripts ready to ship to Ottawa as soon as
conditions returned to normal. Weary and
her health broken, she retired in 1946 and
died two years later. Doris Godfrey's is a
story of extraordinary sacrifice and com-
mitment to our profession.

Within three or four years of her retire-
ment, a new Dominion Archivist, W. Kaye
Lamb, made his first official visit to the of-
fice in London. Very quickly he secured a
microfilm camera and within a short time
had all of the original records, transcribed so
carefully since 1880, recopied on microfilm.

The life, then, of Doris Godfrey; a story
in futility? Only on a superficial level.
Doris Godfrey, on her watch, animated by
the same commitment to the archival en-
deavor we share, perfected her discipline
and pursued her task with an enviable pro-
fessionalism. Rather, her superiors in Ot-
tawa, men noted in Canadian archival
annals who had been following the devel-
opment of microfilm technology for two
decades, might better be asked why they
continued wasting public resources and an
individual's commitment in this way. Bear-
man's question to this generation of archi-
val administrators is of the same nature.
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