Elisabeth Bloch

I forbindelse med konferencen “Commu-
nity as Archives, Archives as Communi-
ty” i Winnipeg den 13.-15. juni 2013 in-
terviewede Elisabeth Bloch, Kebenhavns
Stadsarkiv, Tom Nesmith om hans syn
pa aktuelle arkivsporgsmal.

1. What is your view of the purpose of
archives?

There are clearly many different
types of archives with many types of
mandates and actual uses. I think
that regardless of their variety they
can have a shared “purpose”, which
is to maximize the benefits of ar-
chives to society. For entirely un-
derstandable reasons, some will be
closer at the moment to that ideal
than others. I believe that all should
be working toward it. The opportuni-
ties today to do so are unprecedent-
ed. The need to do so has never been
as urgent. The uses of archives have
exploded in number and variety in
recent decades —in academic history,
the social sciences, popular historical
writing, and genealogy, as well as in
new scientific, medical, ecological,
social justice, literary and artistic,
and news media uses. Archives have
a profound socio-economic and in-
tellectual impact, but, since few re-
alize that, archives lack widespread
public appreciation and support. As
a result, they remain vulnerable to
budget cuts and curtailments of their
authority. One major consequence of
this socio-political weakness is their
general inability across the world
to archive born-digital records. We
are at a crossroads in the history of
archives, and whether we will have
archives in the digital age like those
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we have enjoyed in the analogue age
is an open question. The sponsors
of archives so far have been largely
indifferent to the digital challenge.
Without much more societal pres-
sure on them to support digital ar-
chiving, I am not sure that archives
as we know them will include the
digital record. Fortunately, given
the astounding expansion of socie-
ty’s uses of archives, archivists are
much better placed than ever before
to address this problem. It is up to
them, though, to do so by engaging
the issue much more actively than
they ever have.

2. In an article from 2002 you write
about what you call the central archival
myth: “enormous power and discretion
over societal memory, deeply masked be-
hind a public image of self-effacement”.
Would you please explain what you
mean? -

Archives exercise great influence
over the selection, description, and
availability of records that shape our
understanding of the past. Their
particular formal mandates, ways in
which they implement ideas about
archives, such as provenance, and
actions they take, such as appraisal,
description, and public program-
ming, mediate the information
records contain about the past to their
present users. The very fact that some
records are deemed archival and
merit long-term retention gives them
anew power to shape knowledge and
society in certain ways. Until recently
archivists have seldom acknowledged
this power and rarely explored it. In-
deed, they have often stressed how
little they do, and should do, to in-
tervene in processes that shape the
formation of societal knowledge or
memory. This is the idea behind the

traditional fundamental principles of
archival work — that archives convey
unchanged a record from the past to
the present and future. This is the
self-effacement at the heart of much
archival thought. Archiving, how-
ever, inevitably changes the records
through, among other means, their
recontextualization and reinterpre-
tation by archivists as archival and
records of this or that phenomenon, as
well as by the contextualizations done
by other users. What the records are
therefore changes in this ongoing
process. 1 suggest that archives
must change the records in order to
‘preserve’ them. This may be driven
home most apparently and decisive-
ly by the preservation challenges of
digital records. They will not only
constantly evolve in this intellectual
sense, but also physically as they are
migrated to new accessible formats.
If archival records are not changed or
reinterpreted in ways relevant to con-
temporary society’s central concerns
and needs, archives will continue to
suffer underfunding and socio-po-

litical weakness, which, in turn, will -

undermine the care or preservation
of the record. Is this not the principal
reason why archives have not been
able to ‘preserve’ the digital record?
Few in society have interpreted it as
archival. The digital era will require
the end of this self-effacement, or
indeed, archives as we have known
them may well be effaced.

3. Opponents of this way of thinking
would claim that archives and archi-
vists should not concern themselves with
the use of the archive or the outcome of
the use of the archives but leave that to
researchers and other users of archives.
Why, in your mind, is that not a valid
point?
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This is not a convincing position
in my view. Although the variety of
uses of archives has grown signifi-
cantly, no archives is being used as
fully as it might be. Not all potential
users of archives are aware of their
value to them. And archival research-
ers may well only see clearly their
portion of the whole range of uses of
archives and the overall rationale for
archives. Archivists are in the best
position to see the whole and help
build the broad-based coalitions of
users that might bring sufficient so-
cietal pressure to bear on sponsors
of archives to fund them adequately.
This presents an ethical aspect to
the question. If archives are not be-
ing used sufficiently to enable them
to fulfill their mandates, and archi-
vists know about likely new uses,
how can passivity be justified? How
could archivists justify this inactivity
if they knew they could save their
sponsors money or embarrassment,
help save lives through scientific, en-
vironmental, and medical research,
assist social justice, advance human
knowledge and well being, and bet-
ter protect the archival record? Or,
perhaps worse, how could archivists
justify being ignorant of such uses
on the grounds that they are no affair
of theirs? Is it truly the case that if
asked to explain the importance and
impact of archives on one’s sponsor-
ing institution and wider society, a
self-respecting archivist would have
nothing to say, out of either igno-
rance or indifference, and at best
refer the inquirer to the research-
ers? Is there any other profession
of consequence that would do that?
Archivists have an extraordinary
new message to tell their sponsors
and societies about the importance
of their work. Why stay silent in that
traditional self-effacement?

It seems strange to me thatin a
time when institutions of all kinds
must work hard to justify their exist-
ence and earn public engagement
with them that some archivists
would not feel much need to do so
much more aggressively. Even if the
purposes of archives were well under-
stood, that would not be excusable,
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as no successful institution or hu-
man activity can rest long on yester-
day’s results.

4. One of the key concepts of modern
day archives seems to be “community”.
The title of the annual conference of the
Association of Canadian Archivists is
“Archives as Community — Communi-
ty as Archives”. Could you explain this
idea of community and its relevance to
archives and archivists?

I think this idea means many
different things to many people. I
would like to think of it this way:
archivists, acting as a professional
comrmunity, seek to support the in-
volvement in archiving of the wid-
est range of people in the various
civic communities archives serve.
That means many things. It means
trying to ensure that appraisal deci-
sions and other archival functions
are done with the needs and inter-
ests of the community uppermost.
This means, again, that archivists ul-
timately serve societal purposes. For
example, when records of certain mi-
norities are created by a state or cor-
poration, they too should be included
in the archive, and that collecting ar-
chives should include the records of
the variety of community members
in their acquisition decisions. This
can also mean that members of these
communities should have some in-
put into such archiving decisions.
How, for example, might state ar-
chives engage indigenous communi-

ties in re-description of records that
the state created to document them?
The New South Wales state archives
in Australia recently conducted the
In Living Memory project to do just
that. Aboriginal people shared in-
formation about people, places, and
events that re-contextualized the re-
cords from their perspective. In ef-
fect, they helped re-create the records
in the manner | mentioned above.
This adds new meanings and use-
fulness to them. This might engage
society in archival work in ways that
build that needed societal support
for archives. How that community
involvement is to be done remains
to be explored more fully, but it has
always been done. Archives have
always reflected the influence of
certain members of their commu-
nities — often social elites and their
political and administrative allies.
Are our conventional finding aids
‘co-authored’ in a sense already by
such ‘invisible’ community process-
es, which we have simply naturalized
as the way things should be done?

Community archiving also means
to me that the community of archi-
vists should be available to help esta-
blish and support archives created
by communities of various kinds —
whether of the more conventional
type by towns or villages, or by social
groups, such as gay and lesbian com-
munities, or cultural minorities.

5. If you buy into this perspective,
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what happens to the more traditional
elements of archiving appraisal, ar-
rangement, preservation, reference and
public programming etc.?

I think a societal or community
perspective would animate these ac-
tivities. They would be opened more
to community input and needs,
which I think would shape them in
two general ways. One would be to
deepen our commitment to a prove-
nance-context-based approach to ap-
praisal (as through macroappraisal)
and arrangement and description
(through the Australian-inspired
series system, for example). This
approach attempts to acquire and
make accessible the fullest reflection
of the history of records creators and
their records in context. This would
provide a broad body of records that
would be most likely to support best
the needs of the widest range of
users, or communities. As archiv-
ists well know, using this contextual
information enables them to field
almost any type of inquiry, even if
entirely new and unfamiliar to them,
and to begin to locate records related
to it. At the same time, however, if
archives are to be more widely ac-
cessible to various new users and
communities, whose members may
have seldom used archives and find
such provenance-based contextual
systems hard to navigate, this foun-
dation for archival access should
have wrapped around it as much
user-friendly guidance as possible
concerning the characteristics and
value of such contextual information
to researchers, and to records related
to certain popular research subjects
or themes. Digital technologies help
make this possible and (ever increas-
ing) online access to digital records
requires the contextual information
about records that was once impart-
ed at an archives, often orally by an
archivist.

6. “What’s history got to do with
it?” is the title of one of your articles
from 2004. What does history have to
do with it? What is the character of
historical knowledge in the postmodern
era, and what is the place of historical
knowledge in archival work?
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Historical knowledge plays a cen-
tral role in archival work in my view.
Itis focused on the history of records
and archiving, or that provenance-
based contextual knowledge of how
the records were created and came
down to us in our archival reading
rooms. This is an expanded under-
standing of the conventional view
of provenance, which has typically
focused on the initial act of inscrip-
tion or creation of the records as the
records’ “provenance”, rather than
also including much of the subse-
quent fuller history of the records.
This wider view, for me, arose from
my reading of literary theory that was
inspired by postmodernistideas. One
does not have to declare oneself a
‘postmodernist’ in order to take this
view of provenance. It simply is for
me how I came to see archives very
differently. But I think one can see
archives in this new way without
having to adopt a label of one kind
or another. Ideas matter more than
labels. If the ideas makes sense we
should not be put off by a label they
may have associated with them. In-
deed, give them a new and better
name! The key insight that I took
away from this reading is that means
of communication shape our under-
standing. This insight was not new,
but it was strongly re-emphasized in
postmodernist thinking. It is obvious
that archival records and archiving
actions themselves are means of com-
municating (or mediating) the past to
the present and future. Our under-
standings are the products of these
communication processes or histo-
ries of records making, archiving,
and uses of archives. Thus to under-
stand as best we can what records are
communicating, we need to examine
their histories, and when we do that
we can see that there are many varied
contexts over time that enable us to
come to that understanding. We will
probably never exhaust our undet-
standing of those contexts and come
to a final or definitive meaning of the
records. But we can still know much.
Indeed, I suggest we can know much
more than a narrower understanding
of provenance permits. The wider

view of provenance - as the history
of records, including their archiving
histories -- means that there are ma-
ny more ways to understand them,
and thus many more possible uses of
them. This is good news for archives
as they try to maximize their benefits
to their sponsors and society through
enabling as many new uses as pos-
sible.

The heart of historical knowledge
in archival work is thus this under-
standing of the history of records
and archives, or knowledge of the
history of institutions, their func-
tions, structures, organizational cul-
tures, recordkeeping systems, record
making processes, main types of in-
dividual records and the categories
of information they contain, their
media and material or technologi-
cal characteristics, custodial histo-
ries, and archival actions taken with
them, including uses made of them
there. And most of these features
of records also apply to personal
archives.

To do this history of records well,
an archivist will also need to have a
good grasp of the history of the soci-
ety in which the records were created
and the archives is located because
records and archiving are best under-
stood in that historical societal con-
text, as products of it. In other words,
archival records have a societal pro-
venance. In my view, this historical
contextual information can drive all
aspects of archival work. It is not all
that archivists need to know, as there
are significant bodies of contempo-
rary and technical information that
are also needed, but it provides that
information with the necessary hi-
storical perspective or purpose, and
is the primary means of enabling
archivists to appraise, arrange, de-
scribe, make available, preserve, and
manage massive and always growing
archives. For example, this enables
archivists to construct the multiple-
provenance contextual systems of ar-
rangement and description supple-
mented by the user-friendly subject
and thematic guide to certain records
mentioned above. In my view, the
history of society, history of records,
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and history of archives work together
in these ways to drive the work ar-
chives do.

7. In an article from 2005 you quote
British academic Chris Butler for say-
ing that “Postmodernists are very good
deconstructors, and terrible construc-
tors”, but you yourself have dedicated
much attention to the reconstruction of
archives in wake of postmodern theory.
Could you give some examples of mod-
ern day practices that reflect this profes-
sionagl rebirth?

Yes, I tried to show that Chris
Butler was wrong by exploring the
various ways in which a postmodern
perspective might be useful in archi-
val work. I think it is incumbent up-
on those who make such conceptual
recommendations to follow through
with more practical examples of how
they might be implemented. Certain-
ly my students would not let me off
lightly if T did not! The most obvi-
ous impact of these ideas has been
on the archival literature. The major
archival journals are now brimming
with articles influenced by it in one
way or another. The literature has
never been livelier, as archivists ex-
plore and debate new approaches to
the study of records and archiving.
The writings of archivists have also
helped inspire and been inspired by
a widespread parallel rethinking of
the impact of records and archives
on knowledge formation processes
across a variety of other disciplines.
Archivists who are thinking along
these lines are part of a much wider
intellectual phenomenon. Archival
Studies need no longer be a marginal
technical subject of limited intellec-
tual scope and of interest only to pro-
fessional archivists. It is emerging as
a substantive field of study at univer-
sities with a major contribution to
make to many other fields, while be-
ing illumined by them in return.

These ideas are making their way
to the workplaces of the authors and
readers of this new archival litera-
ture in the archival profession and
to the discussions they have with
colleagues, sponsors, and users of
archives. This emerging intellectual
engagement can be seen in the in-
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terdisciplinary essays commissioned
by Library and Archives Canada and
available at its web- site on the im-
plications for our understanding of
archives of the ideas of pioneering
Canadian communications theorists
Harold Innis and Marshall McLuhan.
If the “medium is the message” as
McLuhan famously said, these essay-
ists explore the “message” conveyed
by the “medium” of archiving itself.
I think we can also see the impact
of such new ways of thinking about
archives in appraisal work. Greater
attention is now given at leading
archives to explaining appraisal cri-
teria and methods to archives’ spon-
sors, users, and the general public.
This recognizes the impact of such
archiving actions on what we can
know. In arrangement and descrip-
tion, there is more commitment
to representing the multiple prov-
enance of records, or to the fact that
records have an important contextual
history beyond their initial inscrip-
tion or provenance. Perhaps the most
ambitious such system outside of
Australia is at the Archives of Mani-
toba. These ideas are now begin-
ning to be felt in greater recognition
of the archival history of records in
descriptive standards such as ISAD
G. In the comparatively new area of
description of digitized documents,
the Library of Congress, for example,
explains at its web site the impact of
this means of communicating its
archival holdings on their appear-
ance, organization, and thus possible
meanings. Educational materials at
various archives, such as Library and
Archives Canada and the National
Archives of the United Kingdom,
include at their web sites extensive
essays on the histories of media such
as photography and maps or records
such as wills so that researchers can
learn more about how their changing
characteristics enable them to under-
stand information they convey. And
in description, especially, there is
more openness to the participation
of community members and users
of archives. The Australian In Living
Memory project discussed above is
an excellent example, and researcher

“tagging” projects in various archives
reflect similar thinking. The growing
use of podcasts, blogs, and other so-
cial media by archives to explain their
services and invite discussion of is-
sues they face also reflects this new
conception of archival accountability
and opening to public participation.
That accountability is hardly needed
if, in effect, archives do very little to be
accountable for, but if they do shape
knowledge and society in important
ways, they can be expected to be held
to a higher standard of accountabi-
lity than ever before for the decisions
they have made, and to welcome a
wider range of perspectives on the
contextualization of the records.

8. Looking back from a long career
in archival studies what would you
point out as the most fruitful develop-
ment and where — if at all — has the
profession gone astray?

The most fruitful development
has been the enormous expansion
and diversification of the uses of ar-
chives. An exciting transformation in
the place of archives in our societies
is underway. We have not done well
at all, however, in telling our spon-
sors and society about it and the
complex work archivists do to make
this possible. Consequently, most
people probably continue to think
of archives as dusty and largely ir-
relevant places where old records go
to die, and thus archivists have little
to do.

9. If you were to write a mission
statement for archives today, what
would it be?

Archives ultimately exist to maxi-
mize their benefits to society.

Tom Nesmith
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