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Abstract

Archivistsshould use their power- in determiningwhatrecordswill be preservedfor future
- for the benefit of all
generationsand in interpretingthis documentationfor researchers
membersof society.Byadoptinga socialconsciencefor the profession,theycan committhemselvesto activeengagementin the publicarena.Archivistscan use the powerof archivesto promote accountability,open government,diversity,and socialjustice. In doing so, it is essential
to distinguishobjectivityfromneutrality.Advocacyand activismcan addresssocialissueswithout abandoningprofessionalstandardsof fairness,honesty,detachment,and transparency.

Prologue

Before discussingan issue as politicallycharged as the one undertakenhere,
it is only proper that I provide the context of my own personal experience from
which this arises. I do so not to claim a privileged position on such concerns,
which could affect the foundations of my professionalidentityas an archivist,but
to clarifymy own perspectiveso that the reader canjudge it for what it is.
Myfirstencounterswith archivescame as a graduatestudent at the University
of Michigan,conducting researchon sectional identityas seen through the voices
of common people during the CivilWar.While writing my PhD dissertationon
this topic, I took a half-timeposition as graduateassistantat the BentleyHistorical
Library.This led to a full-timegrant position at Michiganand then to twoyearsas
a manuscripts processor at Yale University.As the first archivist hired at the
Universityof Connecticut,I spent fifteenyearsdevelopinga universityarchivesand
recordsmanagement program,soliciting manuscriptcollections relating to state

This is a revisedand expandedversionof a paperpresentedat the August2006 annualmeetingof the
Societyof AmericanArchivistsunder the title "Usingthe Powerof Archivesfor a BetterSociety,"session
The session,and thispaperin particular,weredesignedas responsesto
107,"TheArchivalPharmakon."
the author's2005 SAApresidentialaddress,"Embracingthe Powerof Archives,"publishedin American
Archivist
69 (Spring/Summer2006): 19-32.
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history,and performing or supervisingarrangement, description, preservation,
reference, and outreach functions. I wasable to fill gaps in the archivalrecord by
acquiringlabor union records,papers of political activists,and records of ethnic
and African-Americangroups and individuals.
One of the most memorable experiences I had, however,came when a sixtyfive-year-oldwoman requested a copy of her Cityof Hartfordvoter registration
record, which we had acquired when the state retention requirement expired,
to begin collecting Social Security. Because of our archival records she could
obtain her retirement checks. I thus learned that archivesare more than repositories of historical resources. They also protect the rights and benefits of all
citizens- even the poorest and most needy.
When anyone asks me why I am an archivist, these are the stories I want
to tell. Sometimes I settle for the shorthand of saying that I want to help preserve the past so we will know our social heritage. Sometimes I refer to the rights
of citizens, or the necessity of keeping public officials accountable for their
actions. But underlying these general platitudes are the stories from my own
experience.
My father dedicated his life to public service- as a prison chaplain
in Virginia, a civil rights activist in Alabama, a community welfare director
in Elmira, New York, and codirector of a peace center in Roanoke, Virginia.
After putting aside a career in architecture to raise five children, my mother
later codirected the Roanoke peace center and then worked on Capitol Hill
as a congressional liaison for the Church of the Brethren. My four brothers
and sisters have all worked in public service positions, including in the Peace
Corps in Honduras, in AIDS education in developing countries, in social work
helping halfwayhouse residents, in school administration serving young children in Haiti, in mental health work, and in social work to help teenaged
fathers.
Coming from such a family, I have sometimes had to search for the public
service elements of my chosen profession. I have found that archivistscan make
important contributions to society: some people receive retirement benefits
because of our work preserving public records; others discover links to their
family's past; researchers understand more clearly how their home communities developed; and public officials may think twice before violating the public
trust because of what archivistsdo.
Archivists can thus contribute to a richer human experience of understanding and compassion. They can help to protect the rights of citizens and to
hold public figures in government and business accountable for their actions.
They can provide resources for people to examine the past, to comprehend the
present, and to prepare for a better future. This is the essence of our common
humanity.It provides archivistswith a sense of professional purpose and a social
conscience.
253
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Archivistshave only recently begun to re-examine their assumptionsabout
the neutralityand objectivityof archives. In the "informationage," knowledge
is power. This power gives those who determine what records will be preserved
for future generations a significantdegree of influence. Archivistsmust embrace
this power, rather than continuing to deny its existence.1
In addition to protecting the rightsand interestsof all citizens,archivespreservevitalaspectsof culturalheritage.These dual responsibilitiesgivearchivistssignificantpower,not only over questionsof recordkeepingin today'ssocietybut for
future generations.Such power carriesan obligation to employ it for positivepurposes, as archivistssearchfor a role to playfor the benefit of all people in society.
In looking at the historyof archivessince ancient times and how they have
been used to bolster the prestige and influence of the powerful elites in societies, I contend that archivistshave a moral professional responsibility to balance that support given to the status quo by giving equal voice to those groups
that too often have been marginalized and silenced. We can see many precedents for this professional imperative. Examples of the use of records and
archivesto redress social wrongs and support the causes of justice and community consciousness among marginalized groups are growing more numerous.
Archivists can become active agents for change, in accordance with their
existing professional principles, by taking active steps to counter the biases of
previous archivalpractices.
Historical examples abound of societies in which the powerful ruled by
controlling and manipulating information and records. From ancient times to
the present, disquieting use has been made of archivalrecords to establish,document, and perpetuate the influence of power elites. Noam Chomskyobserves
that "elites depend on sophisticated information systems, media control, surveillance," and related measures to maintain their positions.2Jacques Derrida
explicitly links political power to the archives: "There is no political power
without control of the archive, if not of memory."3
We see this in modern times with the widely recognized proficiency of Nazi
recordkeeping,4 the use of official records to bolster the apartheid regime in

11
explored this theme in my presidential address to the Society of American Archivistsin 2005, which serves
as the starting point for the present article. See Jimerson, "Embracingthe Power of Archives,"19-32.
2

Chomsky as paraphrased by Verne Harris, "Archives, Politics, and Justice," in PoliticalPressureand the
Archival Record,ed. Margaret Procter, Michael Cook, and Caroline Williams (Chicago: Society of
American Archivists, 2005), 175.

3
Jacques Derrida, ArchiveFever:A FreudianImpression(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 4.
4 Ernst Posner, "The Role of Records in German
Administration," in Archivesand thePublicInterest:Selected
EssaysbyErnstPosner,ed. Ken Munden (Washington, D.C.: Public Affairs Press, 1967), 87-97.
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South Africa,5and documentation of the Cambodian genocide under Pol Pot.
When the KhmerRouge were evacuatingPhnom Penh ahead of the Vietnamese
in January 1979, they gave orders to the prison chief to destroy all the records
of the secret prison, of which the outside world knew nothing. However,according to Ben Kiernan of the Yale UniversityGenocide Studies Program, "he preferred to kill the last survivingprisoners instead, in the couple of hours of time
that he had before the Vietnamese arrived at the prison. When they did get
there, they found 100,000 pages of archivesof the prison- execution schedules,
daily record of torture of prisoners and their forced confessions."Kiernanadds
that the "archivesof the Khmer Rouge prison system across the country, showing high-level involvement and the implication of the top leaders of the Khmer
Rouge in the crimes that were committed"made it impossible for them to deny
their genocidal crimes.6This is but one example of how archival records can
overcome efforts to deny the past.
Even in democratic societies, public officials often seek to control public
discourse by manipulatingaccess to information, as Tim Ericson clearlyand eloquently reminded us in his 2004 Society of American Archivists presidential
address:"Nothing has been able to slow the growth of secrecy in government.
Many suspect it serves the interests of politics, malfeasance, misdeeds, and
potential embarrassment more than our national security."7Government
secrecy is the enemy of truth, accountability,and socialjustice.
Archives

and

Records

for

the

Public

Interest

Despite these unpleasant truths- or more accurately,because of them- I
remain optimistic that archivistscan become agents of change in the interests
of accountability,socialjustice, and diversity.If we do not seize this opportunity,
in the words of Jerry Ham a generation ago, ". . . then I do not know what it is
we are doing that is all that important."8

5Verne Harris, "RedefiningArchivesin South Africa:Public Archivesand Society in Transition,
andJustice:A SouthAfricanPerspective
1990-1996,"in Archives
(Chicago:Societyof AmericanArchivists,
2007), 173-202.
6Ben Kiernan,YaleCenterfor Internationaland AreaStudiesGlobalResourcesNetworkConference,
March 2005, available at http^/www.library.yale.edu/mssa/globalrecord/new.web/kiernan.
richie.html#text,accessed 6 July 2007. See also Dawne Adam, "The Tuoi Seng Archivesand the
45 (Spring1998):5-26.
CambodianGenocide,"Archivaria
7TimothyL. Ericson, "BuildingOur Own 'Iron Curtain':The Emergence of Secrecyin American
Archivisti (Spring/Summer2005):50.
American
Government,"
8F. GeraldHam, "TheArchivalEdge,"in A ModernArchives
Reader,ed. MaygeneDanielsand Timothy
Walch(Washington,D.C.:NationalArchivesand RecordsService,1984), 335.
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What gives me hope are recent events in which archives and records have
contributed to the public interest in four ways:
1. by holding political and social leaders accountable for their actions,
2. by resisting political pressure in order to support open government,
3. by redressing social injustices, and
4. by documenting underrepresented social groups and fostering ethnic
and community identities.
This evidence comes from many sources, but in particular from three
recent volumes: Archivesand thePublicGood:Accountability
and Recordsin Modern
Political
Pressureand the
edited
Richard
Cox
and
David
Wallace;
Society,
by
Archival Record,edited by Margaret Procter, Michael Cook, and Caroline
Williams;and ArchivesandJustice:A SouthAfricanPerspective,
by Verne Harris.9
These accounts help us to understand how records and archivescan be used as
resources to counter injustice and abuses of power, and to develop a strategyfor
using the power of archives.
Accountability

The Watergate crisis in the mid-1970s focused public attention on the
importance of records in discoveringpolitical crimes and holding public figures
accountable for their actions. Only with the "smokinggun" of the secret tape
recordingsof OvalOffice conversationscould the true storyof the Nixon administration's obstruction of justice be proven. This led directly to the House of
Representatives'impeachment proceedings and the president's resignation. In
response to Nixon's abuses of power, Congress passed the PresidentialRecords
and MaterialsAct (1974) and other legislation to establish the principle of public ownership and access to presidential records. Control over presidential
records surfaced again with the PROFScase, which revealed an attempt by the
officials of the George H. W. Bush administration to destroy computer tapes,
including electronic mail (on the PROFSsoftwaresystem) containing explosive
revelationsof illegal activitiesof the Reagan-Bushadministrationsregarding the
Iran-Contra affair; investigations of Panama's leader Manuel Noriega; and
billions of dollars loaned to Iraqbefore the first GulfWar."Whatthe Nixon and
the PROFScase[s] demonstrate is that the archivalcommunity, and indeed all
its allied professions,must be ever vigilantin helping to ensure thatAmericancitizens have all the requisite information to make informed decisions regarding
the activities of their government," Bruce Montgomery concludes. "Archivists

9 Richard Cox and David A. Wallace,
eds., Archivesand the Public Good:Accountabilityand Recordsin
J.
ModernSociety(Westport, Conn.: Quorum Books, 2002); Procter, Cook, and Williams, PoliticalPressure
and theArchivalRecord;and Harris, ArchivesandJustice.
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have always played an important, albeit obscure, role in the enterprise of
promoting the public's right to know.But this role is also contingent on the need
to speak out on issues of vital historical concern."10The importance of Nixon's
presidential papers can be seen in the protractedlegal struggle to control their
disposition and accessibility.This struggle lasted long after Nixon's death.
In the 1980s, the Iran-Contrascandal itself showed that, although Oliver
North and other Reagan administrationofficials destroyed documents relating
to their illegal activities,some records (including email backup tapes) remained
to prove their guilt. The Tower Commission,which investigatedthe Iran-Contra
charges, concluded that the "wholematterwas handled too informally,without
adequate writtenrecords of what had been considered, discussed,and decided."
According to the TowerCommission
Report,adequate records of decisions would
be "essential for conducting a periodic review of a policy or initiative, and
Not only did North and National SecurityAdvisorJohn
to learn from the past."11
Poindexter destroy critical records of illegal activities, they also engaged in
"creatinga false history of events"to cover up their actions.12
Despite their zealous efforts to destroy and alter records, North and
Poindexter overlooked crucial backup tapes, which allowed investigators to
recover emails that provided a "first-hand contemporaneous account of
events."13
Independent Counsel LawrenceWalshconcluded that the central parin
ticipants this scandal "werereluctant to provide truthful information unless
they were confronted with difficult-to-refutedocumentaryevidence."14As David
Wallace concludes, "aggressiveoversight and power to seize the documentary
record provides one of the few means by which democratic accountabilitycan
be secured in a national securitycontext." Since government officials could not
be trusted to tell the truth,Wallace adds, "onlyby having the power to seize and
have unimpeded access to the documentary record will investigations have any
hope of yielding an accurate accounting of events."15Records thus provide an
essential measure of accountability. Even with extensive efforts to alter and
destroy such records, the Iran-Contra conspirators could not escape such
evidence. To ensure accountability,it is critical to establish clear recordkeeping
requirements, to protect important records from destruction, and to understand and value proper recordkeeping practices.
10BruceP. Montgomery,"Nixon'sLegalLegacy:WhiteHouse Papersand the Constitution,"American
56 (Fall1993):609.
Archivist
11DavidA.Wallace,"Implausible
Affairand Its
Deniability:The Politicsof Documentsin the Iran-Contra
Investigations," in Archivesand thePublic Good,95-96.
12Wallace,
"Implausible Deniability," in Archivesand thePublic Good,99.
13Wallace,
"Implausible Deniability," in Archivesand thePublic Good,106.
14Wallace,
"Implausible Deniability," in Archivesand thePublic Good,108.
15Wallace,
"Implausible Deniability," in Archivesand thePublic Good,112.
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In Australia,the Heiner affair of the 1990s demonstrated the possibilityof
co-opting records managers and archiviststo cover up governmental misdeeds
under the guise of records disposition. To prevent public airing of charges of
physical and sexual abuse in Queensland's institutions for teenagers and children, government leaders ordered the destruction of all records of the investigation led by Noel Heiner. Although this violated records policies, the cabinet
secured consent from the state's archivistin carryingout this records destruction. The argument made was that the archivist should only consider the
records' value for historical research. However, as Chris Hurley argues, "Of
more significance is the role of an independent archives authority in preventing the untowarddestruction of evidence of government corruption and wrongdoing by establishing a regime of records management that supports the public
interest in government accountability."Hurley concludes, the "valueadded"
by archives is "that agencies must submit their records practices to external
scrutiny. This provides additional safeguard for the public interest in records
retention (to ensure that governments cannot 'cover up') and a safeguard too
for individual citizens in conflict with government."16
The Heiner affair showed both the power of records to document abuses
and as in the Iran-Contrascandal- the incentive that government leaders
sometimes have to destroy public records. For an archivistor records manager
to comply with improper requests to approve document destruction is a clear
violation of professional ethics. The SAA Code of Ethics, for example, states:
"Archivistsstriveto promote open and equitable access to their servicesand the
records in their care without discrimination or preferential treatment, and in
accordance with legal requirements, culturalsensitivities,and institutional policies."17However, the fact that government leaders felt the need to obtain such
archival authorization demonstrates that archivistshave power to protect the
public interest, when they uphold their obligations.
The Enron/Arthur Anderson scandal, exposed in 2001, demonstrated
that the legal system can, at times, intervene to ensure that records cannot be
destroyed or altered without consequences. As concerns mounted about
Enron's financial future, auditors at ArthurAnderson received a memo directing them to destroy all but routine auditing records relating to Enron. As Time
magazine reported in January2002:
Any deliberatedestructionof documentssubject to subpoena is illegal.
In ArthurAnderson'sdealingswith the documentsrelatedto Enron,"the
mind-setseemedto be, if not requiredto keep it, then get ridof it,"saysKen
16Chris
Hurley, "Records and the Public Interest: The 'Heiner Affair' in Queensland, Australia," in
Archivesand thePublic Good,313.
17
Society of American Archivists, Code of Ethics, available at http://www.archivists.org/governance/
handbook/ app_ethics.asp, accessed 1 December 2006.
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Johnson, spokesman for the House Energy and Commerce Committee. . . .
"Anyonewho destroyed records out of stupidity should be fired," said committee chairmanBillyTauzin,a LouisianaRepublican."Anyonewho destroyed
records to tryto circumventour investigationshould be prosecuted."18

This scandal is a cautionary tale of corporate power run amok and of
the dangers of improper management of records. Yet it also shows that with
regulation, such as the Sarbanes-Oxleylaw passed as a result of such abuses, it is
possible to assertprofessional standardsof records management and archives.19

Open

Government

The necessity of professional archivalcontrol over records becomes especially clear when considering the importance of public access to governmental
records. The French Revolution established the principle of public control of
records to prevent governmental abuses and to protect the rights of citizens.20
Concern for public access to records, essentialfor trustand accountability,stems
from the long history of government leaders' efforts to use the interpretation
of the past to secure their power. In his essay "WhyDo Ruling Classes Fear
History?"historical sociologist HarveyKayequotes J. H. Plumb, who wrote that
from ancient to recent times, "The past was constantly involved in the present,
and all that enshrined the past- monuments, inscriptions,records- were essential weapons in government, in securing the authority,not only of the king, but
also of those whose power he symbolized and sanctified."Kayealso notes that
Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchevrecognized the power of historical knowledge,
when he stated, "Historiansare dangerous people, capable of turning everything topsy-turvy.They have to be watched."21Given this Soviet suspicion of history,it may seem surprisingthat the former Communist countries have opened
their Cold War archives more quickly than Western nations. "Whereas the
archiveshave been opened in Berlin and Moscow,American and other Western
secrets about state and corporate crimes committed under license of the Cold
18"Who'sAccountable?Inside the GrowingEnron Scandal:How EvidenceWas Shredded and Top
ExecutivesFished for a Bailout as the CompanyImploded,"Time,13 January2002, availableat
13-02.htm,accessed12 May
http://www.commondreams.org/cgi-bin/print.cgi?file=/headlines02/01
2007.
19PatriceDavis,"SomeMuchDeservedRespect:The Impactof the Sarbanes-Oxley
Act from a Records
(master'sthesis,WesternWashingtonUniversity,
Focusingon SmallBusinesses"
ManagementPerspective
2006),62-65.
20ErnstPosner,"SomeAspectsof ArchivalDevelopmentSince the FrenchRevolution,"in Archives
and
SomeArchivalLessonsfrom
thePublicInterest,
23-35;JudithM. Panitch,"Liberty,Equality,Posterity?:
Archivist
59 (Winter1996):30-47.
the Caseof the FrenchRevolution,"American
21
HarveyJ. Kaye, "WhyDo Ruling ClassesFearHistory?"and OtherQuestions(New York: St. Martin's Griffin,

1997), 14-15.
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Warare only beginning to seep out,"Kayewrote in 1994. He cited a former U.S.
official's estimate that "possibly,one-third of American history is classified."22
This control over information affects both totalitarianand democratic governments. Kayeargued that ruling classes fear historybecause they recognize "that
history has been, and remains, a process of struggle for freedom and for justice."23Historicalunderstanding, particularlywhen embedded in the records of
social institutions and individuals, makes both history and archives dangerous
to those seeking to maintain their political power.
The George W. Bush administrationis not the firstdemocratic government
to limit public access to information and records of its activities, although its
policies have drasticallyreduced such access. In 2001, Bruce Shapiro of the
Nationmagazine, denounced the administration'spolicies as "informationlockdown."He cited the Justice Department's refusal to release the names of individualsjailed as suspected terrorists;Attorney GeneralJohn Ashcroft's memorandum authorizing federal agencies to deny Freedom of Information Act
requests;and the removal of certain information from agency websites, on the
claim of national security.24As archivistThomas Connors observed, "Thispush
towardever greater control of information access is seen by many as a threat to
the democratic political process and to open government."25In response to
Executive Order 13233, which removed power to grant access to presidential
records from the Archivistof the United States and claimed such power for the
ExecutiveOffice of the President, SAApresident Steve Hensen asked, "Howcan
a democratic people have confidence in elected officialswho hide the record of
their actions from public view? . . . Access to the vital historical records of this
nation should not be governed by executive will; this is exactly the situation that
the existing law was created to prevent."26
In all democratic societies, Connors observes, "the need of the citizenryto
have access to the information that allowsit tojudge how the democraticprocess
is working remains constant," concluding, "As archivists, as members of the
larger information profession, and as citizens of democratic societies, we have a
definite stake in working to restore and expand open access to government
information as a means of protecting our fragile democracies."27Having been
22
Kaye, "WhyDo Ruling Classes Fear History?"19.
23
Kaye, "WhyDo Ruling Classes Fear History?"23.
24Thomas
James Connors, "The Bush Administration and 'Information Lockdown,"in PoliticalPressure,195.
25Connors, "The Bush Administration," in Political
Pressure,199.
26Connors, "The Bush Administration," in Political
Pressure,202. For further background on the struggle
between Congress and the executive branch over control of presidential records, see Bruce P.
Montgomery, "Presidential Materials: Politics and the Presidential Records Act," AmericanArchivist66
(Spring/Summer 2003): 102-38.
27Connors, "The Bush Administration," in Political
Pressure,208.
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entrusted with responsibility for keeping records, archivistshave not only an
interest in but also an obligation to ensure open access for the wider public
good. In examining access policies for State Department records, Anne Van
Campstates,"One hallmarkof a society'sopenness is the degree of public access
to the archivesand records of its government."28
Problems of government secrecy and the dangers of political influence on
recordkeepinghaveancient origins."Writtentexts entrenched theocratictyranny
overvastreachesof monotheistic time and space,"accordingto DavidLowenthal.
"Most archives originated as instruments of landowners' and lawgivers'control. . . . Archivesconfirmedand certifiedrightsto land, labor,rents,and produce.
Entryto archiveswas confined to princely,priestly,and scribalelites."29
The willingness of archivists in recent years to speak out in defense of
open government and access to records is a positive sign, amid the appalling
abuses of power represented in the George W. Bush administration'sefforts to
shut down such access. SAA has taken public positions opposing government
secrecy, and it entered several lawsuitsseeking to ensure open access to public
records. In 2005, SAAjoined numerous other organizations as a member of
OpenThe Government.org,a watchdogfor unjustifiedsecrecyand limited access
to informationabout public officialsand their actions. This organization'smotto
This principle is a vital part
is "Americansfor Less Secrecy,More Democracy."30
mission.
of the American archivalprofession's
In numerous countries throughout the world, archivists and others
entrusted with public records have resisted political pressure in order to maintain open access to records. They have thereby sought to preserve an accurate
account of past events, to counteract the natural secretiveness of governments,
and to protect the public interest. This has made the archives- particularlygovernmental archives- contested ground for political power. As Verne Harris
argues, "the archive is politics- not that it is political, but that it is politics."
Harrisexplains:
The structuralpull in all our recordmakingis towardsthe replicationof
and
existingrelationsof power,withthe attendantexclusions,"privilegings,"
can
work
But
we
We cannotavoidcomplicity.
againstthe
marginalisations.
pull;andfor me it is a moralimperativeto do so.31

28Anne Van
Camp, "Tryingto Write 'Comprehensive and Accurate' History of the Foreign Relations of
the United States: An American Perspective," in Archivesand thePublic Good,229.
29David Lowenthal, "Archives,Heritage, and History,"in Archives,Documentation,and Institutionsof Social
Memory:Essaysfrom theSawyerSeminar,ed. Francis X. Blouin, Jr. and William G. Rosenberg (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2006), 194.
30See website at
http://www.openthegovernment.org.
31Harris, "Archives,Politics, and Justice," in PoliticalPressure,173.
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Harris calls for archiviststo enter the power struggles on the side of social
justice. He argues that recordmakers (including archivists)cannot be impartial
or insulate themselves from politics. "Impartialityis a chimera turning recordmakersinto the pawns of those who have power,"he argues. "Anyattempt to be
impartial constitutes a choice, whether conscious or not, to replicate if not to
reinforce prevailingrelations of power."If archivistsdo not enter the power contests on behalf of democracy, Harris concludes, "then they turn their backs on
higher callings and condemn themselves to being merely bureaucratsand functionaries."32This call to action would place archivists clearly on the side of
democracy,truth, andjustice. It does not inherently require archiviststo assume
a partisan position, but it does require them to acknowledge that their profession is inherently and unavoidablyengaged in political power strugglesto define
the nature of our societies.
Examplesof internationalstrugglesto protect the archivalrecord from partisan control and misuse can be seen in post-World War II Japan and other
Asian countries, in Germanyduring the Cold War, in the Netherlands, and in
numerous other countries.33One noteworthy example of the essential nexus
between democratic rule and access to public records comes from the Republic
of Korea.As Kyong Rae Lee declares, "The modern development of presidential records in the Republic of Korea demonstrates a close relationship with
political democracy. . . . The health of the Korean archivalsystemis keenly sensitive to the level of Korean society's political maturity."34
Archivescan thus play
a vital role in ensuring and fostering the open inquiryand access to information
that are critical to democratic governments.
Social

Justice

Archivesand the quest for socialjustice connect most dramaticallyin South
Africa,which has undergone a long and difficult transitionfrom the oppressive
apartheid regime to democracy. "Under apartheid, the terrain of social memory, as with all social space, was a site of struggle,"according to South African
archivistVerne Harris. "In the crudest sense it was a struggle of remembering

32Harris, "Archives,Politics, and
Justice," in PoliticalPressure,181-82.
33See for
these
articles
in
Procter, et al., PoliticalPressure:Masahito Andò, "The Asian-PacificWar
example
and the Fate of Archives," 3-23; Friedrich Kahlenberg, "Governmental Rule and Archivists: The
Historical Experience of the Twentieth Century in Central Europe," 59-71; Astrid M. Eckert, " '. . .And
Grant German and Foreign Scholars Access at All Times': ArchivalAccess in West Germany During the
Cold War," 75-91; Agnes Jonker, "Srebenica: A Balkan Tragedy and the Making of a Dutch Affair,"
277-88; and others.
34
Kyong Rae Lee, "Political Democracy and Archival Development in the Management of Presidential
Records in the Republic of Korea,"AmericanArchivist69 (Spring/ Summer 2006): 136-37.
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against forgetting, of oppositional memory fighting a life-and-death struggle
against a systematicforgetting engineered by the state."To maintain its power,
the apartheid government "generated huge information resources, which it
secreted jealously from public view. It routinely destroyed public records in
order to keep certain processes secret."35Control over records formed part of a
broader exercise of state power. "In imposing apartheid ideology, the state
sought to destroy all oppositional memory through censorship, confiscation,
banning, incarceration, assassination, and a range of other oppressive tools,"
Harris reports.36He suggests that the lessons to learn from this include "the
necessity for transparencyand accountabilityin government";"the public right
of access to information, particularlythat held by the state";the need for clear
archivalselection procedures, "choosingwhat to remember and what to forget";
and "the need for a democratic state to take appropriate measures to prevent
the sanitizing of official memory resources."37Harris's account highlights the
essential nature of proper recordkeeping to protect citizens' rights and to
secure socialjustice.
In the 1980s, the South African History Archives (SAHA) deliberately
sought to counter "the dominant narrativesof the Apartheid regime." In his
presentation at the July 2003 Liverpool conference on "PoliticalPressure and
the Archival Record," Verne Harris argued that SAHA's "most important
accounting is to the call of justice." The question Harris addressed was, "Why
'archivesfor justice' rather than 'archivesfor truth,' 'archivesfor memory,' or
'archives for accountability'?"His experience in South Africa convinced him
that "thecall ofjustice is the most importantof all."Since elites "use'the archive'
as an instrument of power,"it is a moral imperativeto counter such control and
the abuses it can create.38Harrishas been a leading figure in efforts to overturn
South Africa'sapartheid-eraculture of political secrecy and control of records,
and to replace it with a more transparentand open archivalprocess. The Truth
and Reconciliation Commission used records and archives to uncover past
abuses under the old regime, although access to such records remains hotly
contested. For example, recent changes in archival policy have brought "the
National Archives more tightly under the control of the bureaucracy,"and
access policy to the records of the Truth and Reconciliation Commissionhas still
not been finalized.Valuablerecords in the Transkeiarchiveshave been exposed
35Verne Harris, "
'They Should Have Destroyed More': The Destruction of Public Records by the South
African State in the Final Years of Apartheid, 1990-1994," in Archivesand thePublic Good,205.
36Harris,
"Redefining Archives," 173-74.
37Harris, "Archives,Politics, and Justice," in Archivesand thePublic Good,224-25.
38Harris, "Archives, Politics, and Justice," in Political Pressure,177-78. For more on SAHA, see Harris,
"Using the Promotion of Access to Information Act (PAIA): The Case of the South African History
Archive," in ArchivesandJustice,337-49.
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to improper storage, showing "a reckless disregard for the preservation of a
priceless and irreplaceable resource."39Despite these obstacles, the efforts of
South African archivists provide a documentary basis for efforts to secure a
greater degree of socialjustice in their troubled nation.
South Africa is one of many countries that established truth commissions
in recent yearsto overcome secrecy and expose past social injustices.Nearlytwo
dozen truth commissions have been established, most in South and Central
America and Africa, as temporarybodies set up to investigate abuses of former
repressiveregimes when countries transitionto more democratic rule. As Trudy
Peterson concludes after studying twentysuch truth commissions:
Oppressiveregimestryto imposeselectiveamnesiaon society.The purposeof
a truthcommissionis to breakthroughthatwallof silenceandrestoreknowledge of the hithertohiddenhandsin history.Destroyingthe recordsensures
thatonlythosethingsthatmadetheirwayinto the reportwillbe remembered
officially,and therebyopens the wayfor personsopposedto the commission
to winyetagain.Savingthe recordsensuresthatamnesiadoes not prevail.40
Archivalpreservationof truthcommissionrecordsprotectsthe rightsof individualvictimsto know the truth."Theright to knowis also a collectiveright, drawing upon history to prevent violations from recurring in the future,"according
to distinguished legal scholar Louis Joinet in a report to the United Nations
Commission on Human Rights. "Itscorollaryis a 'duty to remember,' which the
State must assume, in order to guard against the perversions of history that go
under the names of revisionismor negationism;the knowledge of the oppression
it has lived through is part of a people's national heritage and as such must be
Placed in national archivesor other safe repositories,such records
preserved."41
a
bulwark
for socialjustice and a means to redress past abuses.
provide
One of the most highly publicized international efforts to use records and
archives to redress past injustices has been the campaign to restore Holocaustera assets to the families of Nazi victims. "The Nazi era witnessed the direct and
indirect theft of well over $150 billion of assets of victims of Nazi persecution,"
according to Greg Bradsher.42In seeking to uncover the extent of such misappropriation, researchersrelied extensivelyon records held by the United States
NationalArchivesand RecordsAdministration.John W. Carlin,then Archivistof
the United States,declared, "Everyoneshould understandthe role of the records
39Harris, "Archives,Politics, and
Justice," in PoliticalPressure,180-81.
40
Trudy Huskamp Peterson, Final Acts:A GuidetoPreservingtheRecordsof TruthCommissions(Washington,
D.C.: Woodrow Wilson Center Press, 2005), 1-2.
41Peterson, Final Acts, 8.
42
Greg Bradsher, "Turning History into Justice: The National Archives and Records Administration and
Holocaust-Era Assets, 1996-2001," in Archivesand thePublic Good,178.
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in establishingand legitimizingidentities and liberties."43
As a 1998 U.S.Newsand
WorldReportarticle declared, archivalinstitutions "havebecome driversof world
events. Their contents have forced apologies from governments, opened longdormant bank accounts, unlocked the secrets of art museums, and compelled
corporations to defend their reputations."44The Vilnius Forum on Looted
CulturalPropertyadopted a declaration that, in part, recognized the need "to
ensure that archivesremain open and accessible and operate in as transparenta
manner as possible."As Bradsherconcludes, archiveshave served "asimportant
resources in the search for truth and justice, and as StuartEizenstatfrequently
says, turning history into justice."45The Holocaust assets project thus demonstratesthe value of archivesin the quest forjustice.
Another example of success in using archivalrecords to redress past injustices is the exposure of the Tuskegee syphilis study. Lastingfrom 1932 to 1972,
this study by the United States Public Health Service allowed 399 AfricanAmerican men to suffer and die from syphiliswithout receiving treatment. This
unethical study has been called the "longest non-therapeutic experiment on
The original records of this study provide
human beings in medical history."46
the evidence necessaryto hold the U.S. government accountable for its actions.
Discussing this case, TywannaWhorley insists:
Forrecordsthatrevealillegaland impropergovernmentalactions,archivists
mustnot hesitatein exposingthe existenceof suchrecords.AsKentHaworth
states,"The. . . purposeof the archivistis to hold in trustfor societythe
evidenceof the truth,the evidenceofjusticeand injusticein the societyour
archivesdocument."47
However,as Whorleycharges, the National Archivesand RecordsAdministrationrefusedto make these recordsopenly accessible,despite publicdemand for
governmentaccountability,due to an "archivalpolicyon restrictingarchivalrecords
that contain personalinformationwithoutreconcilingthe rightto knowversusthe
Despitecontinuingcontroversyoverreleasingthese records,their
rightto privacy."48
existenceoffersat leastsome assuranceof the powerof recordsto securea measure
of socialjustice for those who have sufferedfrom governmentmistreatment.
43Bradsher,
"Turning History into Justice," in Archivesand thePublic Good,177.
44Bradsher,
"Turning History into Justice," in Archivesand thePublic Good,194.
45Bradsher,
"Turning History into Justice," in Archivesand thePublic Good,199-200.
46
Tywanna Whorley, "The Tuskegee Syphilis Study: Access and Control Over Controversial Records," in
Political Pressure, 110.

47
Whorley, "Tuskegee Syphilis Study," in PoliticalPressure,110-11. Haworth is quoted from his article,
"The Principles Speak for Themselves: Articulating a Language of Purpose for Archives," in The
Archival Imagination:Essays in Honour of Hugh Taylor,ed. Barbara L. Craig (Ottawa: Association of
Canadian Archivists, 1992).
48
Whorley, "Tuskegee Syphilis Study,"in PoliticalPressure,116-17.
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These are but four of numerous recent instances in which records and
archives contribute to social justice by holding accountable those responsible
for abuses of trust and power. By preserving records that can provide evidence
of injustice,archivistscan contribute positivelyto attemptsto overcome past uses
of archivesand records by elites to secure power. Such benefits can also be seen
in SierraLeone, where records management improvements have been targeted
to support the "PovertyReduction Strategy"and national recoveryfrom a tenyear civil war. In 2003, President Kabbah declared, "The poor storage and
retrievalof information slows down work of the public service and impacts negativelyon policy formulation, planning and financial control. The improvement
of record keeping is absolutely essential for moving the reform process
forward."49
Archival protection of records thus serves the vital need to ensure
social justice and protect citizens' rights. As John McDonald states, "Without
records, there can be no demonstration of accountability.Without evidence of
accountability,society cannot trust in its public institutions."50

Diversity

Archivistsmake significant contributions to a more representativeand just
societyby creatingracial,ethnic, and community-basedrepositories.As Elisabeth
Kaplanhasshown,such repositoriesplayimportantrolesboth in promotinga more
diversesocietyand in fosteringcommunityidentityamong groupsoften marginalized by more powerfulelites.51An oft-voicedprofessionalcredo that is not always
followed statesthat the archival"recordmust reflect full diversityand complexity,
not an edited compendiumthatcelebratesa specificworldviewor a singlegroup."52
In the 1960s, a number of archivistsresponded to the challenge raised by social
activistsand began developing plans for documenting underrepresented social
groups.53Among the most encouragingdevelopmentsof the pastfortyyears,from

49Sarah Demb, "VitalRecords and Cultural
Heritage:The Role of the National Archivesin the
Governanceof SierraLeone,"unpublishedpaperpresentedto the Associationof CanadianArchivists
2006 annualmeeting.
50
John McDonald, "Accountabilityin Government in an Electronic Age" (1998), available at
InternationalRecordsManagementTrustwebsite:http://web.archive.org/web/20010726105930/
accessed11 May2007.
www.irmt.org/education/malpaper2.html,
51Elisabeth
Kaplan,"WeAreWhatWe Collect,We CollectWhatWeAre:Archivesand the Construction
of Identity,"American
Archivist
63 (Spring/Summer2000): 126-51.
52Diane
Vogt-O'Connor, "Is the Record of the Twentieth Centuryat Risk?"quoted in Lowenthal,
"Archives,Heritage, and History,"in Archives,Documentation,and Institutionsof SocialMemory,200.

53HowardZinn,"TheArchivistand RadicalReform,"
unpublishedmanuscriptquotedin F. GeraldHam,
"TheArchivalEdge,"American
Archivist
38 (January1975):5; SamBassWarner,Jr., "TheShameof the
Cities:PublicRecordsof the Metropolis,"Midwestern
Archivist
2, no. 2 (1977):27-34;PatrickM.Quinn,
"Archivists
and Historians:The TimesTheyAreA-Changin',"
Midwestern
Archivist
2, no. 2 (1977): 513.
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the perspectiveof socialdiversity,are the numberof archivalrepositoriesdedicated
to documentationof AfricanAmericansand racial/ethnic groups,gayand lesbian
communities,laborers,and other marginalizedcommunities.Althoughpublicand
academic repositories activelycollect their records, many of these groups have
seized the initiativeto document their own livesand tell their own stories.
Jeannette Bastianshows that even among a people whose historywas never
recorded- the natives of the Virgin Islands- a creative approach to archival
documentation can provide a communal historyand identity. "Throughoutthe
250-yearcolonization of the islands,the Danish colonial bureaucracykept meticulous records and when the Danes left the islands [in 1917], they took most of
these recordswith them and deposited them in the Danish National Archivesin
Copenhagen," Bastian explains. The National Archives of the United States
claimed similar records when the islands fell under American control: "Except
for property records and some court records, the only records found in the
Virgin Islandstoday are contemporaryones dating from the mid-twentiethcenThe problem for colonial peoples is not that their historyunder foreign
tury."54
control has been forgotten, but that it "wasnever recorded, therefore not remembered [officially],"Bastianobserves."Archivescan provide the key to that quest
if the searcherrecognizesthat recordshaveboth a text and a subtext,that records
As one
are both evidence and action, and that behind the record lies the trace."55
have
access
to
should
and
we
our
it's
it, when
story
Virgin Islander argues, "...
we need to have access to it to even write our storyor evenjust to understand, to
have a complete picture . . . otherwise anyone could tell you anything they
want."56These various efforts to expand archival documentation beyond the
elitist focus on the "greatwhite males"of previous generations promise a more
representativedepiction of society and of human history.
The "newsocial history"of the 1960s led to expansion of source materials
for underrepresented groups in American society. "Literallyan embarrassment
of riches, documentation of the lives of women, workers, farmers, enslaved
persons, and Native Americans flushed out a disquieting connection between
historyand national identity,"according to historianJoyce Appleby.57When the
disenfranchisedfind themselvesexcluded from existing repositories,they sometimes create their own archives.58Women, ethnic and racial groups, religious
54JeannetteAllisBastian,"Whispers
in the Archives:Findingthe Voicesof the Colonizedin the Records

of the Colonizer," in Political Pressure,34, 27-28. See also Bastian, Owning Memory:How a Caribbean
CommunityLostIts Archivesand FoundIts History(Westport, Conn.: Libraries Unlimited, 2003).

55Bastian,
"Whispersin the Archives," in PoliticalPressure,26-29.
56Bastian,
"Whispersin the Archives," in PoliticalPressure,32.
57
Joyce Appleby, A RestlessPast: Historyand theAmericanPublic (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield,
2005), 139.
58
Kaplan, "WeAre What We Collect," 126-51.

267
This content downloaded from 140.160.178.72 on Thu, 01 Oct 2015 15:10:23 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

The

American

Archivist

communities, laborers, and other marginalized communities have established
archival repositories to document and celebrate their histories and cultures.
Other repositories, which have a broader collecting and documentation
mandate, incorporate diversitygoals into their program priorities.These voices
confer power. Archivesprovide a forum to recognize and legitimize the role of
disenfranchised groups in society.
For AfricanAmericans, for instance, the development of an archivalpresence represents both an assertion of racial pride and an effort to secure the
power that comes from being able to tell the group's collective storyof tragedy,
suffering, achievement, and success. As early as 1914, several universities and
libraries established research collections focusing on the African-American
experience in the United States. These include the Schomburg Center for
Research in Black Culture59at the New York Public Library, the MoorlandSpingarn Research Center60at Howard University,and the Amistad Research
Center61at Tulane University."Theseare notable beginnings by Negroes in the
preservationof the evidence of their accomplishments,"Harold T. Pinkettwrote
in 1944. However, "Muchmore can and needs to be done. To begin with, the
nature and value of existing collections should be more widely publicized with
a view towardstimulating more interest in documentary materials."62
In addition to repositories established to document the broad range of
African-Americanand minorityhistory,severalfocus specificallyon the modern
civil rights movement itself. These deliberate efforts to preserve the perspective
of the movement or to memorialize civil rights leaders take an openly partisan
or celebratory approach to the subject. Some of them are housed within civil
rights museums or in research institutions with a special interest in civil rights.
Examples include the King Center in Atlanta,63the Birmingham Civil Rights
Institute,64and the CivilRights in MississippiDigital Archiveat the Universityof
Southern Mississippl.65These institutions actively seek to shape the public

59
SchomburgCenter for Researchin BlackCulture,"Historyand GeneralInformation,"availableat
accessed10 May2007.
http://www.nypl.org/research/sc/about/history.html,"
^Thomas C. Battle,"Moorland-Spingarn
ResearchCenter,"Library
58, no. 2 (1988): 143-63
Quarterly,
and http://www.founders.howard.edu/moorland-spingarn/HIST.HTM,
accessed10 May2007.
61"Amistad
ResearchCenter,"availableat http://www.amistadresearchcenter.org,
accessed10May2007.
62HaroldT. Pinkett,
the
Past
for
the
The
Present," Crisis,February1944, 57, reprintedin
"Preserving
"Archivists
and Archivesof ColorNewsletter,"
American
Archivist
15, (Spring/Summer2001):3.
63
"The
Center's
available
at
Center,
Mission,"
King
King
http^/www.thekingcenter.com/tkc/mission.asp,accessed10 May2007.
64
BirminghamCivilRightsInstitute,"ArchivesDivision,"availableat http://www.bcri.org/index.html,
accessed10 May2007.
65
Universityof SouthernMississippi,"Aboutthe CivilRightsin MississippiDigitalArchives,"availableat
accessed10 May2007.
http://www.lib.usm.edu/~spcol/crda/about.htm,
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discourse on civil rights and sometimes even attempt to advocate a particular
interpretive vision of the movement. Such efforts may blur the line between
scholarship and political power.
Closely related to the concept of power is that of identity. The King Center
in Atlanta deliberately seeks to shape the public memory of one of the leaders
of the civil rights movement. According to its mission statement, "Establishedin
1968 by Mrs. Coretta Scott King, the King Center is the living memorial
and institutional guardian of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.'s legacy."66The
King Libraryand Archivesshares the center's purposes: "The King Libraryand
Archives' mission is to promote the appropriate application of archivalprinciples in the preservation,processing, and description of materialsrelevant to the
life and work of Dr. MartinLuther King,Jr. and the modern civil rights movement."67In addition to the papers of Dr. King, the Library and Archives
maintainsthe records of many civil rights organizationsand the personal papers
of other civil rights activists. This confers legitimacy on them as part of the
movement's legacy.
Manycivil rights archivesfocus on the formal records created by organizations engaged in civil rights activities- such as the National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People, the Southern Christian Leadership
Conference, and the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee- and on
the personal papers of nationally recognized figures such as King, Rev. Ralph
Abernathy, and Rev. Fred Shuttlesworth. Historical studies of the movement
depict these organizations and leaders most often, both because of their
recognized prominence in civil rights and because records of their activitiesare
readilyavailable.
In contrast, Howard Zinn challenged archivists a generation ago to
compile documentation of "the lives, desires, and needs of ordinarypeople."68
Since then, significant progress has been made, but much more remains
to be done. In documenting diversityin our society, notable achievements in
preserving records of prominent organizations and papers of individual
leaders have been made. But archival repositories still need to turn their
attention to collecting and preserving the records of ordinary people. These
forgotten voices continue to represent an underdocumented texture in our
social fabric.

66King Center, "The King Center's Mission,"available at: http://www.thekingcenter.com/tkc/
mission.asp,accessed10 May2007.
67
KingCenter,"Kingand the ModernCivilRightsMovementScholarand HistorianResearchProgram,"
availableat http://www.thekingcenter.com/prog/
research.html,accessed10 May2007.
68HowardZinn,"Secrecy,Archives,and the PublicInterest,"Midwestern
Archivist
2, no. 2 (1977):25.
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Neutrality

If archivistsare to avoid perpetuating situations in which political rulers
manipulate records to control history and prevent access to accurate information, they have their work cut out for them. Archivistsneed to recognize that
their social role has significant implications and a high degree of power. As
Verne Harrisargues, "the archive is politics."Archivistscannot escape by hiding
behind a veil of innocence, neutrality,and impartiality."Iwould insist that even
as we impress upon our students the imperative and value of objectivityand its
limits, we must reject the spurious equation of objectivitywith neutrality,"historical sociologist HarveyKayeadmonishes his fellow teachers, "andencourage
students to apply their newly acquired scholarlyskills, knowledge, and insights
Archivistsshould heed
both to analyzingand to speaking out on public issues."69
this call to activism.It is essential to seize the power of archivesand to use it to
hold institutional and governmental leaders accountable. All aspects of society
should be documented, not simply those where power has traditionallyresided.
As Terry Cook argues, "Thejustification for archives has shifted from being
grounded in concepts of the nation state and its scholarlyelites (primarilyhistorians) to broader socio-culturaljustifications grounded in public policies of
accountability,freedom of information, and wider public/citizen use."70
In considering what archivists can do in their professional roles to
strengthen the cause of socialjustice, we need to look first at archivists'external
relations with recordmakers,donors, researchers,and employers. Public advocacy is essential for the archival profession's survival.It is also the most direct
means by which it can contribute to the public interest. First, archivistsmust
sometimes be willing to take a public stand, or a nonpublic position in certain
situations when publicity could be counterproductive. Second, archivistsneed
to re-examine their own professional assumptions, methods, and practices
in light of the desired outcomes of justice and diversity. There is no easy
solution for the longstanding problems of social injustice, discrimination, and
unchecked political power.
Using examples of past and present successes in asserting the power of
archivesas a guide, I would like to conclude by offering a few suggestions as to
how archivistscan respond to these monumental challenges. For now, these recommendations are necessarily broad and aspirational. Once archivistsaccept
such strategicgoals, their next steps will be to fill in the details and action plans.
Before opening this discussion, however, we must distinguish between
the terms neutralityand objectivity.
We often speak of neutralityand objectivityas
69
Kaye, "WhyDo Ruling Classes Fear History?"153.
70
Terry Cook, "The Archive Is a Foreign Country: Historians, Archivists, and the Changing Archival
Landscape," CanadianHistoricalReview(forthcoming as of November 2007) .
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synonymous, or as two sides of the same relationship between individuals and
the expression of their values and perspectives toward contested issues. In an
extensive critique of the development of the American historical profession,
Peter Novick contends that the "idealof 'objectivity'. . . has been the key term
in defining progress in historical scholarship:moving ever closer to the objective truth about the past."Novick states, "The objective historian's role is that of
a neutral, or disinterested,judge; it must never degenerate into that of advocate
or, even worse, propagandist."In adhering to this ideal, historians must display
"judicialqualities of balance and evenhandedness,"avoid "partisanshipor bias,"
and "purge themselves of external loyalties" [i.e., outside the profession].71
Novick contends that the "mythof objectivity"leads historians to avoid controversywithin the discipline and blocks them from taking positions on social and
"
political issues. 'Objectivity'has been one of the central sacred terms of professional historians, like 'health' for physicians, or 'valor'for the profession of
arms,"he asserts.Similarly,lawyersinvoke "justice"andjournalists pledge fealty
Historiansof the late nineteenth century thus
to "afree press in a free society."72
embraced the model of scientific method, which Novick characterizesas "rigidly
factual and empirical, shunning hypothesis,"and as "scrupulouslyneutral"on
mattersof meaning and purpose.73Because this concept of objectivityboth sets
an impossible objective and also precludes historians from advocating social or
political causes, Novick rejects the ideal as "notjust essentially contested, but
essentiallyconfused."74
In a highly criticalreviewof Novick'sbook, Thomas Haskell argues that the
central fallacy that Novick and others perpetuate is to conflate objectivitywith
neutrality. Haskell defends the validity of the concept of objectivity, while
attempting to rid it of "unwantedconnotations" such as neutrality,selflessness,
and passivity."Objectivityis not something entirely distinct from detachment,
fairness, and honesty, but is the product of extending and elaborating these
pricelessand fundamentallyasceticvirtues,"Haskellcontends.75Historians (and
others) can be objectivewithout forsaking engagement in discussions of values,
politics, or social policy. "The demand is for detachment and fairness, not
disengagement from life,"he argues. The historian's "primarycommitment"to

71Peter Novick, ThatNobleDream:The "Objectivity
Question"and theAmericanHistoricalProfession(New York:
1-2.
Press,
1988),
Cambridge University
72Novick, ThatNobleDream,11.
73Novick, ThatNobleDream,37.
74Novick, ThatNobleDream,6.
75Thomas L. Haskell,
Is Not Neutrality:ExplanatorySchemesin History(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
Objectivity
University Press, 1998), 149-50. See also Haskell, "Objectivity:Perspective as Problem and Solution,"
Historyand Theory43 (October 2004): 341-59.

271
This content downloaded from 140.160.178.72 on Thu, 01 Oct 2015 15:10:23 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

The

American

Archivist

truth does not prohibit political advocacy,Haskell states, but it does "set intellectuallyresponsible limits to it,"so that one cannot claim "theprivilege of lying
or obscuring the truth for good causes."76
Professional standards, including objectivity, need not prevent us from
addressing moral, ethical, or political issues. A common fallacy is to equate
objectivitywith neutrality.77One can maintain professionalstandardseven while
advocating a cause or defending a moral or ideological perspective. Haskell
states that "there is widespread recognition within the [historical] profession
that political commitment need not detract from the writing of history- not
even from its objectivity- as long as honesty, detachment, and intelligence are
at work."78
Sustaining intellectual and professional principles- such as "respect
for logical coherence, fidelity to evidence, detachment, candor, honesty, and
the like"- must accompany any advocacy for moral or political values. As
Haskell warns,"Whenthe members of the scholarlycommunity become unwilling to put intellectual values ahead of political ones, they erase the only possible boundary between politically committed scholarship and propaganda and
thereby rob the community of its principaljustification for existence."79These
criteria provide a context within which professional debate can occur.

Using

the

Power

of

Archives

By recognizing the distinction between objectivityand neutrality,it is possible for a historian- or archivist or librarian- to engage in moral or political
advocacywithout sacrificinghis or her professional standards.However, in promoting accountabilityand socialjustice, for example, archivistsshould consider
developing the frameworkfor whatJames OToole calls "a moral theology of
archives.""Whenarchivistsappraise and acquire records, when they represent
them in variousdescriptivemedia, when they make them availablefor use, they
are engaging in activitiesthat have moral significancebeyond the immediate concerns of managing forms of information," OToole argues. These archival
responsibilities suggest "how a concern for historical accountability is a part
of the archival mission, a way of elaborating a practical moral theology
of archives."80Such a moral vision goes beyond the limited perspective of
76Haskell,
Is Not Neutrality,155.
Objectivity
77Mea
culpa. In "Embracing the Power of Archives" I fell into the same trap that ensnares many who
argue that abandoning the "illusion of neutrality"also requires abandoning the ideal of objectivity.
78Haskell,
Is Not Neutrality,167.
Objectivity
79Haskell,
Is Not Neutrality,168.
Objectivity
80
"Archives
and Historical Accountability: Toward a Moral Theology of Archives,"
James OToole,
Archivana58 (Fall 2004): 14.
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professional ethics, but it reaffirms rather than overturns professional principles. Commitmentto honesty, fairness,and truth providesthe necessarygroundAs the postmodernistsremind us, however, these virtuesare
ing in "objectivity."
not absolute, but are contingent and contested. Even with such cautions,
archivistscan proceed to engage the public discourse on concerns arising from
their professional responsibilities.
Verne Harrisprovidesvaluable suggestions for wrestlingwith the challenge
of articulatingan activistrole within the constraintsof professional obligations.
"Thereis no knowing of right without giving account to personal morality,"he
declares. None of us can be trulyimpartial. "The most we can do is ensure that
in taking difficult decisions we have done so in an appropriate way,"Harris
states.This includes understanding "theweb of rights"for all parties, "weighing
competing claims"within specific circumstances, testing the archivist's"views
and feelings with respected colleagues and friends,"and "finally,paying heed to
one's conscience." Harriscautions
If we follow consciencewithouttaking the first three steps, we abandon
andriskassuminggodlikepowers.Ifwe ignoreconscienceand
accountability
the
exerciseof reason,we denyour humanityand seek to avoid
on
relyonly
of choice. It is onlywhenwe embraceall four elements
the
burden
bearing
invested
thatwe can feel confidentabouthavingfulfilledthe responsibilities
in us as professionals.81
Harrisconcedes the dangersof abandoning the archivist'simage as a neutral
partyin ideological or politicalcontests. "Giveup on the notion of the archivistas
impartialcustodian,as honest broker,and one opens the door to activistarchivists
pursuingany and everypolitical agenda,"he warns.82However,the "greaterdanger"is that in claimingan impartialityimpossibleto achieve,archivistswillbecome
"pawnsin bigger powerplays."Challengingthose in powercarriesrisks."Toaccess
resources,to secure the statuswe need to do whatwe have to do effectively,we are
forced to adopt neat theorizingto a greateror lesserdegree,"Harrisconcedes. "My
call is simplyto remember this
Knowledgeis alwayscontingent, alwaysstandThe
an
above
abyss."83 challenge facing archivists and anyone else contending
ing with the competing demands of morality,politics,professionalstandards,and
funding imperatives- is to articulatea vision that balances these considerations.
In doing so, archivistsneed to heed the call to honesty, fairness,accountability,
justice, and transparencyin their professionalpractice.

81Harris,"KnowingRightfromWrong:The Archivistand the Protectionof People'sRights,"in Archives
andJustice,211.
82Harris, "The Archive Is Politics," in ArchivesandJustice,247.
83Harris, "The Archive Is Politics," in ArchivesandJustice,248-49.
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Advocacy

Archivistscan begin by recognizing the essential nature of their collective
responsibilityto ensure the preservationof evidence for accountability,individual rights, and socialjustice. As HarveyKayedeclares, "followingthe horrors of
the past several generations, the persons who should be accorded the greatest
recognition are those who, taking up the taskof bearing witness to the exterminations, the massacres,the tortures, direct our thoughts to the past and to the
imperativesof remembrance, realizing that the final victories of the murderers
and the torturers would be the suppression, deliberate or otherwise, of the
knowledge of their criminal acts."Kayecites the MemoryPrize, first awardedby
the France-LibertésFoundation in 1989, as a promising recognition of the
importance of this human need: "Intended to recognize those who labor to
secure our collective memory and to prevent the falsification of the historical
record, the idea for the prize arose out of the growing awareness that 'the
expression, transmission,and preservationof Human Memoryis the most effective means of struggling against the recurrence of barbarism.'"84Given the
nature and significance of this award,archivistsshould aspire to see members
of their profession so recognized. Short of this, they can take important steps to
support a more just and equitable society by performing their professional
responsibilities.
First,when confronted by external pressures (from administrators,donors,
constituents, or others) to alter recordkeeping systems or archival practices,
archivistsand records managers must stand firm. Archivistsmust protect the
integrity of their records and of the recordkeeping systemsthat hold organizations and individuals accountable. This adherence to professional principles
applies equallyin public and privateinstitutions, although protections for those
who resist such pressureswill varyfrom one setting to another. As in the case of
South African archivists under apartheid (and after the end of apartheid),
archivistsmust defend the public's right of access to the most accurate records
possible, despite political pressure.85The Heiner affair in Australia also illustrates the importance of refusing to succumb to political pressure to change
archivalrecordkeeping procedures. As these examples indicate, resisting political pressure can entail personal risk. Although such situations are rare, members of a profession should be willing to consider such risks.
Second, when such pressures cannot be resisted, archivists and records
managersmust be willing to become whistleblowers,speaking out againstabuses
of power or efforts to manipulate records or limit access to information. This
situation may not commonly occur, but it can happen when archivists least
84
Kaye, "WhyDo Ruling Classes Fear History?"60-61.
85Harris,
"Redefining Archives in South Africa," 173-74.
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expect it and they must be prepared to respond forcefully when it does. The
courage shown by Shelley Davis in her heroic but ultimately unsuccessful
struggle to prevent "massivedocument destruction"and to overcome barriers
to public access to Internal Revenue Service (1RS) records should be an inspiration to all of us. Hired as the firsthistorian of the 1RS,Davisattempted to accumulate historicalrecords as a basisfor her research.She found few such records,
because the 1RSroutinely destroyed most of them, resulting in "essentiallythe
wholesale loss of the history of one of our most important government agencies."As Davis discovered, "The 1RSshredded, burned, trashed, and destroyed
nearly their entire record path." This behavior would not change, Davis concluded, until "theNationalArchivesbecomes more proactivein demanding that
Davis'scourage in confronting this problem demonthe 1RSopen its records."86
strates the need for archivists,on rare occasions, to act as whistleblowerswhen
confronted by improper recordkeeping. It is also a warning, of course, of the
extent to which powerful government agencies can go to protect their secrets.
Third, both individually and collectively, archivists must speak out in
defense of archivalvalues, including open access to public records, standardsof
accountabilityand authenticity,and protection of the rights of all citizens. Tim
Ericson chides archivists for a "lackadaisicalattitude" toward government
secrecy. "Collectivelywe have acquiesced uncriticallyto those who call for patriotism, national security,loyalty, [etc.]," he charges. "Archivistsshould be acquiescent no more! We should instead begin to be aggressiveas professionals and
There are hopeful
as citizens to fight this unprecedented tilt towardsecrecy."87
signs that archivistsare becoming more assertiveon this issue. SAAhas taken a
collective stance in several recent public controversies:opposing the executive
order claiming presidential control over public records;criticizing MayorRudy
Giuliani'srefusalto turn over his mayoralrecords to a public repository;joining
a lawsuit (unsuccessful) to force Vice President Dick Cheney to disclose the
names of participants in a secret energy policy meeting; and supporting the
right of "Unabomber"Ted Kaczynskito place his papers at a public university
repository. These are all steps in the right direction, but archivists can and
should do more, both by professional associations and as individuals.
Archival

Functions

In addition to these external perspectives- how archivistsrespond to the
challenges outside their repositories archivistsalso need to look at their own
86ShelleyDavis,"TheFailureof FederalRecordsManagement:The 1RSversusa DemocraticSociety,"in
Archives and the Public Good, 115, 117, 133.

87Ericson,"BuildingOur Own'IronCurtain',"51.
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professional practices. Archival principles and functions developed largely in
the context of nineteenth-century bureaucratic states. The principle of provenance, for example, reflects assumptions about organizational structures and
hierarchies88that privilege those in power and those with a recognized collectivity.The experience of Jeannette Bastian in the Virgin Islands confirms the
arguments of Hugh Taylor and Terry Cook that a broader concept of provenance is needed in some contexts. Taylorargued in 1970 that archivistsshould
focus more on why and how people create documentation, rather than on its
subject content. This would extend our understanding of the provenance of
documentation deeply into the societal origins of human communication.89As
Bastiandiscovered in the Virgin Islands, "recordsbecome 'witnesses'to a silent
society, a community that is the subject of the records rather than their maker
but one that is no less involved in their creation."To ensure that "thevoiceless
population is not the silent witness but a full partner in the record-creating
process,"Bastianargues that "alllayersof society are participantsin the recordmaking process, and the entire community becomes the larger provenance of
the records."90
Likewise,Adele Perrycontends that "theabsences in the colonial
archive are not neutral, voluntary,or strictlyliteral";they are "silencesborne of
and perpetuated by violence and radical inequality."91
Concern for the "voiceless populations" in society should also lead
archiviststo adjusttheir procedures for all basic archivalfunctions. In selection
and appraisal,they need to be conscious of the potential bias in their traditional
methods. Archival choices have long been shaped by the constraints of power
relations and sources of funding. In examining the founding of the Mississippi
State Archives under Dunbar Rowland, for example, Patricia Galloway concludes that there is "nearlyalwaysan inherent tension between what historians
and archivistswould like to collect and preserve and what economic and political constraints allow them to collect and preserve."92To counter these biases,
archivists should seek opportunities to preserve records of those often overlooked by their collecting strategies and recognize the broader concept of
88When I first
typed this word it came out "hierarchives"- perhaps suggesting the close connection
between traditional archival theory and practice and the hierarchical systems in which they have
developed.
89
Paraphrased from Tom Nesmith's commentary on Hugh Taylor, "Transformation in the Archives:
Technological Adjustment or Paradigm Shift?" (1970) , in CanadianArchivalStudiesand theRediscovery
of Provenance,ed. Tom Nesmith (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1993), 17.
90Bastian,
"Whispersin the Archives," in PoliticalPressure,41.
91Adele
Perry, "The Colonial Archive on Trial: Possession, Dispossession, and History in Delgamuukwv.
British Columbia"in Archive Stories:Facts, Fictions, and the Writingof History, ed. Antoinette Burton
(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2005), 345.
92Patricia
Galloway, "Archives, Power, and History: Dunbar Rowland and the Beginning of the State
Archives of Mississippi (1902-1936)," AmericanArchivist69 (Spring/Summer 2006): 80.
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provenance for an entire community (including those groups often marginalized or silenced by archival collecting policies and appraisal guidelines) . For
example, even within institutional archives, archivistscould also recognize the
historical value of records documenting workers, community relations, and
other aspects of corporate or organizational activities beyond the legal, fiscal,
and administrativerequirements.
In making such decisions regarding archival selection and appraisal,
archivistsrun the riskof intruding their own concepts of historyand society into
the archival record. However, this is an inevitable consequence of archival
agency.As Eric Ketelaarexplains, in making any appraisalor selection decision,
"wealter [the records'] context and meaning, we infuse new meaning into the
record, to what is left of the series and the fonds, we add new narrativesto the
archives and its constituent parts."93Remaining neutral or invisible is impossible for archivistsengaged in selection, appraisal,arrangement,description, and
reference services. "Archivistsinevitablywill inject their personal values into all
such activities,"Terry Cook asserts, "and thus will need to examine very consciously their choices in the archive-creatingand memory-formationprocesses,
and they will need to leave very clear records explaining their choices to posArchivalappraisaltypicallyreflects power relations established by state
terity."94
agencies, business corporations,religious establishments,academic institutions,
and other power brokers. "In the records we preserve, too often the voices of
the governed, especially the underclasses, are either filtered through the voices
of bureaucrats or are absent," Verne Harris argues.95The question is not
whether archivists impose their personal interpretations, but whether they
act consciously in doing so and whether they transparently document such
decisions.
This impact on the meaning of archival records is nothing new. It is the
power of interpretation, traditionallyviewed as the preserve of historians and
other researchers.As Michael Rammen argues in his study of the role of tradition in American history, we like to think of the past as immutable, based on
truth and facts;however, "societiesreconstruct their pasts rather than faithfully
record them, and that they do so with the needs of contemporaryculture clearly
in mind- manipulating the past in order to mold the present."96As archivists

93Eric Ketelaar, "Tacit Narratives:The Meaning of Archives,"ArchivalScience1 (2001): 136.
94
Terry Cook, "Remembering the Future: Appraisal of Records and the Role of Archives in Constructing
Social Memory,"in Archives,Documentation,and Institutionsof SocialMemory,173. See also Verne Harris,
"Postmodernism and Archival Appraisal: Seven Theses," in ArchivesandJustice,101-6.
95Harris,
"ExploratoryThoughts on Current State Archives Service Appraisal Policy and the Conceptual
Foundations of Macro-Appraisal,"in ArchivesandJustice,93.
96Michael Kämmen,
of Traditionin AmericanCulture(New York:
MysticChordsofMemory:TheTransformation
Alfred A. Knopf, 1991), 3.
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engage with the archivalrecord, both within governmental, business, academic,
and other institutional archives and within manuscript collecting repositories,
they also manipulate the past, either deliberately or, far more often, subconsciously.As Tom Nesmith observes, "indescription and reference, archivists. . .
significantlyshape what counts as meaningful context. . . . That is considerable
For
power and one which can clearlyinfluence readings by users of archives."97
in
research
on
Indian
with
or
marwomen
who
cohabited
example, conducting
ried European men between 1760 and 1840, Durba Ghosh found that in India,
"documents that spoke directly to my topic were difficult to find," and that in
Britain,"waysof cataloging and listing the archive'scontents"made her success
"unlikely"since "mostof the documents are ordered by and collected under categories like revenue, judicial, foreign, political- all matters that likely barely
touched these women's lives."98Even basic practices based on provenance and
original order can thus reflect hidden assumptions that skew archivists'
approaches to the past, to the record. The solution to this is not to attempt to
restore the lost innocence of archivists' neutrality, but to recognize their
unavoidable influence on the process and to make their actions as transparent
as possible. Although they do not alwayshave the power or authority to overcome institutional or political barriersto action, archivistscannot- and should
not- continue to pretend to be passiveobserversand handmaidens to history.
Archival description is inherently subjective. Archivists must constantly
choose whatfacts are important and which are not as they create a narrativethat
will "guide"(note the implications of this archivalterminology) researchers to
the records. As Wendy Duff and Verne Harriswarn, "whatwe choose to stress
and whatwe choose to ignore is alwaysand unavoidablysubjective,and the value
judgments that archivistsmake affect in turn how researchersfind, perceive, and
use records."As they conclude, "Descriptionis alwaysstory telling- intertwining facts with narratives, observation with interpretation."99Archivists wield
substantial power in these processes, and they must use it to achieve positive
outcomes.
In preparing finding aids, archivistsshould be alert for subtle shadings of
bias and privilege in how they refer to social groups and individuals.This is what
Verne Harris identifies as "the politics of archival description."100
A "BiogHist

97Tom Nesmith, "Still
Fuzzy, But More Accurate: Some Thoughts on the 'Ghosts' of Archival Theory,"
ArchivanaAI (Spring 1999): 144-45.
98Durba Ghosh, "National Narratives and the Politics of
Miscegenation," in ArchiveStories,38.
99
Duff
and
Verne
"Stories
and
Names:
Archival
Harris,
Wendy
Description as Narrating Records and
Constructing Meanings," ArchivalScience2 (2002): 275-76.
100Harris, " 'A World Whose Horizon Can
Only Be Justice': Toward a Politics of Recordmaking," in
ArchivesandJustice,260.
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Note" that refers only to a records creator's professional career and not to his
or her familyand social relations may reflect the documented aspects of the person's life but not the context in which such actions took place. Subtle shadings
of language- adjectives, adverbs, dependent clauses- can reflect archivists'
own assumptions and biases. They may look with dismay at a previous generation's depiction of gaysand lesbianswith terms such as "socialdeviant"or worse;
but what are their own culturalblinders?In a revealing analysisof archivalfinding aids produced between the 1930s and the present, Rainbow Koehl found
telling examples of value-ladenterms being used with little apparent awareness
of the cultural meanings and interpretations they embody. The finding aid for
records of a state department of civil defense, for example, indicates that the
files contained information about national security,civil defense activities,and
"fringe"areassuch as antinuclearprotests,unidentified flying objects, and other
topics. Using a term such as fringe to marginalize certain topics is a political
act. The same finding aid states that the records reflect activitiesassociatedwith
the "ColdWar,Koreanconflict, Berlin Crisis,Cuban Crisis,Vietnam War, [and]
the civil disturbances of the 1960s and 1970s."As Koehl points out, "To call
one event a war and another conflict is quite different. . . .When the archivist
uses the phrase 'civil disturbances' it also minimizes the protests that occurred
across the nation against the Vietnam War as well as the protests of the civil
In other finding aids, Koehl finds references to Mexican
rights movement."101
"bandits,""Spanish-AmericanWar Hero," and similarvalue-laden terms. Koehl
explains: "Single words carry much more than their denotations: they also
carry connotations that are usually heavily culturally bound."102Archivists
need to examine their own professional assumptions and procedures to avoid
perpetuating status quo power relations through archivaloperations.
In reference and access services,do archivistspermit the freest possible use
of their records, or do they limit access to "seriousresearchers"or "scholars"?
Do they provide the same level of research assistance to genealogists and local
historiansas they do to academics or published authors?Professional archivists
have, for the most part, abandoned discriminatorypast practices,but sometimes
reference practices do not meet professional standards.Just as archivistsinsert
their own values into the creation of finding aids and indexes, usually without
even realizing it, so too do they intrude into the reference process. Archivists
decide which subjectsare of prime importance, Koehl contends:
of course,mayperusethe recordsthemselvesandcome to their
Researchers,
own conclusions.However,when archivistshave compiledsummariesand
101
RainbowL. Koehl, "WhatLies Beneath: How Descriptionin ArchivalFinding Aids MirrorsOur
Society'sValues:A CaseStudyof FourRepositories"(master'sthesis,WesternWashingtonUniversity,
2006), 56-58.
102Koehl,"WhatLiesBeneath,"62.
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index terms for researchersit invites the researchers to be lazy in their work
and relywholly on the information provided for them without questioning its
omniscience and exploring the documents on their own. Again, the danger is
that rarelydo they appear to realize that they are passivelyrelinquishing the
power to interpret history to archivists.103

One example of this, in my own experience, came in 1975 from a fellow
graduate student conducting archivalresearch. He found that a prominent historian had used a quotation from a plantation mistress,found in the finding aid
for her diary and other papers, stating that Southern women hated slavery
because bondage reminded them of their dependence on husbands. In reading
the entire diary,covering more than thirtyyears,he found that this was the only
comment that even remotely suggested such an opinion. The prominent historian erred by reading the finding aid and not the entire diary.Even worse, this
quotation became the basis for an inaccurate interpretation in a widely read
book. Clearly, these were the actions of a lazy researcher, but they caution
archiviststhat highlighting some information privileges one perspective on the
past, which can distort the meaning of archivalrecords.
Professional

Responsibility

and

Social

Justice

These initiativeswill be easier to undertakefor archivistsin collecting repositories, where they can more readilyadapt collecting policies and goals to reflect
an inclusive approach to documenting society. However, even archivistsin institutional archives can effect some changes. Ensuring the protection of records
required for legal accountabilityshould be both a policy and a goal for all institutional archives and records programs. Institutional archivistscould also consider retention and appraisalpolicies to ensure that records and documentation
are preserved for all people affected by institutional activities,including workers, clients, and consumers as well as executives and stockholders. Finding aids
can be prepared considering all potential future users, and careful consideration can be given to terminologyused and assumptionsmade about how records
and records creatorsare described. Such changes would not require majoralterations in the mission or policies of an institutional archives,nor would it be necessary to endanger institutional support or funding for archives and records
management.
On the broader level of professional practice, archivists and records
managers need to commit themselves and their profession to the requirements
of accountability and social justice. One starting point should be to put their
collective imaginations and wills behind SAA'scommitment to diversity.As one
103Koehl, "WhatLies Beneath," 63.
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of SAA'skey strategic issues, this needs to be addressed fully and energetically.
SAA'sdiversityinitiativeshave two broad goals:
1. To commit the profession to reflecting a diverse society and to giving
voice to marginalizedgroups.
2. To increase professional membership among marginalized groups, so
that the archivalprofession'smembershipwill reflect the diversitywithin
society.
Commitment to diversity and inclusiveness must have an international
perspective to be effective. For example, the British Library has launched
an Endangered Archives Program. According to its director, Graham Shaw,
"The Programhas two principal objectives:to contribute to the preservationof
mankind's documentary heritage particularly in those less well-developed
regions of the world where collections may be more at risk and where the availability of funding may be limited; and to help foster professional standards in
cataloguing, preservation, etc. and so assist in safeguarding the longer term
availabilityand accessibilityof heritage collections worldwide."Shawquotes the
UNESCO Memory of the World initiative statement to explain the importance
of such efforts: "Documentaryheritage reflects the diversityof languages, peoples, and cultures. It is the mirror of the world and its memory, but this memory is fragile. Everyday, irreplaceablepartsof this memory disappearforever."104
Responding effectivelyto the challenges of using the power of archivesfor
the public good will require a broad commitment by the archivalprofession to
reflect on underlying assumptionsand biases, and to overcome these through a
renewed commitment to democratic values. There are risks involved in such
changes. It will be difficult to commit archivistsand their profession to a more
inclusiveview of social responsibilities.But the stakesare too high not to accept
these challenges. Historical examples of abuses of power, control through
manipulation of the archivalrecord, and efforts to limit access to vital information show the dangers of misusing the power of archives and records. Let us
commit ourselvesto preventing the archivalprofession's explicit or implicit support of privilegedelites and powerful rulersat the expense of the people's rights
and interests. Let us commit ourselves to the values of public accountability,
open government, cultural diversity,and social justice. Then we archivistscan
truly say that we are ensuring archives for all and employing our professional
skills to promote a better society.

104
GrahamShaw,presentationon the EndangeredArchivesProgram,Yale Center for International
and Area Studies Global Resources Network Conference, March 2005, available at
globalrecord/new_web/shaw.html#text,accessed11 May2007.
http://www.library.yale.edu/mssa/
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