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Introduction: 

Thank you for the kind invitation to take part in this international seminar.  By way of introduction, I would briefly mention three items about myself. First, I am an archivist for the University of Michigan, in the United States.
  The archives are situated within the Bentley Historical Library, an academic unit of the university.  Second, I am also the assistant to the director for academic programs at the Bentley Historical Library.  Through the academic programs, we organize and take part in international seminars, joint research, and publishing initiatives for archivists and for academics on the subject of archives, culture and memory. Some of our ongoing exchange programs involve good colleagues at the European University in St. Petersburg, as well as the State Archives Administration of China and the Institut national du patrimoine in Paris.
  And, third, I have had the honor of serving for four years as chief editor of the journal, entitled Comma, of the International Council on Archives (or ICA).  Recent issues that I co-edited focused on the archives of Russia and the archives of Central Europe.  Some of the authors are here in this room.  The articles in the Russian issue are now available full-text on the ICA website.
   The Central Europe issue is being printed this month, and will also be available online at a future date.  I mention these publications and these programs given the particular focus of the organizers of this meeting, the Romualdo del Bianco Foundation, with their interest in promoting “close relations between European and non European scholars” and “problems related to contemporary archives in Central Eastern Europe.”

Overview:

As I studied the invitation and draft program for this meeting, I realized that the organizers are offering us a rich variety of subjects and perspectives on the role of archives.  I propose in my short paper to try to consider the culture and language of archives in archival education with a few thoughts about the evolution, current needs, and opportunities in archival education from an American perspective.   I am especially pleased to try to offer observations about this since I have just this past week started to teach a course at the University of Michigan on the practice of archival administration!

Continuing and changing definitions of archives:

First, I would like to offer a basic characterization of what constitutes archives. The records of all archives share three characteristics no matter the language, or geographical location, or period of time, or medium (being digital or paper).  The records that constitute an archive have original content, they have structure, and they have context.  (This is not my own formulation.  I borrow it from several sources.  One version of this is from a widely used online glossary of archival terms, available on the Society of American Archivists’ website.  It states that a record is “data or information that has been fixed on some medium; that has content, context, and structure, and that is used as an extension of human memory or to document accountability”).
  It used to be, in the United States, that many archivists became archivists due to their love of content, their love of the historical story told in text and pictures in the archives.  Archivists in America had been formally educated as historians first, and then trained as archivists second, but with both identities the interest was in content, or the original verbal or visual text in the archives.  In fact, as the director of the Bentley, Mr. Francis Blouin, has noted, “the space shared by [American] archives and history a century ago was defined collectively by those who studied the archive as a window to the past and by those entitled to influence the archive in its formation and content.”
 This content was created, organized, and preserved in a highly unregulated environment by historians and archivists who shared a common interest rather than mandate.  We have in the United States a history of a fairly minimal government control over the evolution of archives and in turn a high degree of personal, private, even entrepreneurial interest in the content of archives.   

Context, namely, the context of provenance or organizational pedigree enriched that content and gave it a special status, the status of archives.  Context eventually came into conflict with content in terms of which of those two characteristics or attributes should “lead” in the identity of archives and the creation of new archives.  In the 1980s and 1990s, there was in the United States a shift in attention away from content and towards context, with some theorists arguing that information, or content, was not as important as agency, or origin, in terms of appraisal and acquisition of new archives.  Appraisal had become a very important emphasis in archival administration because of the growing size and diversity of possible archives; context seemed to offer a scientific means of managing appraisal, and indicating authority of records, beyond content in and of itself.  Several debates ensued, still underway, with those persistently in favor of privileging content over context stating, “context is a means to an end, not the end itself.”
      

The focus continues to shift, dramatically so in the United States in the past twenty years, as formal degree-granting programs in archival education have evolved. By now, there are between twenty and thirty degree-granting programs at the advanced level, even Ph.D. level, whose primary focus is archival administration, not history, not general library science, but specifically archival administration.  Leading graduate schools on the North American continent can be found within the state universities of Michigan, Texas, Maryland, California; in universities of Pittsburgh and New York; and in the Canadian cities of Toronto, Vancouver, and Winnipeg. Now, students of archives are required to focus much, much more on structure, alongside content and context.  In fact, these students must consider structure in at least four ways:  first, the structure of the archival record or fonds, including its technical attributes such as digital formats and sizes; secondly, the structure of the archival description required to make that fonds accessible through such systems as Encoded Archival Description, or EAD; third, the structure of integrated, digital management systems for archives administrations (so in effect the structure behind the structure); and fourth, the meta-level structure of “social and cultural systems,” and “legal and financial systems.”
  Context, of course, enriches all these types of structure, even as it itself becomes a more technically focused context. By now, the emphasis in formal education for new archivists in the United States is as much on systems, or structures, within particular contexts as it is on essence, or the “raw” content of archives.  As Francis Blouin has observed, “a technical turn increasingly defines the archive today.”
 

Every country has had its own variations and evolutions of emphasis on content, context, and structure of records within archives.  We all share over time those dimensions I’ve just described for the United States.  I have witnessed, in my editing of the international journal Comma that one can situate much of our professional discourse, and ultimately pedagogy, within this framework.  If we take the Russian issue of Comma, for example, we can see that there are nineteen excellent articles, including some whose focus is on the content of Russian archives—such as the fabulous photographic archives of either Prokudin-Gorskii or the Bulla family of photographers from St. Petersburg.  We can also see very compelling articles of special importance on the political and historical context of twentieth century archives in Russia—including essays by Boris Ananich and Vladimir Lapin on the inclusion of false documents in Soviet archives and the overt political influence over so-called “scientific” cataloging of Soviet archives.  And, in addition, there are articles whose focus is on the very structure of Russian archives, including comparative reflections by Galina Lisitsyna on the knowledge base of Russian archivists as academics and another by Olga Leontieva on the particularly Russian complications of the fonds since 1721.  These articles come together as a tour de force, a national lesson, if you will, in the identity of Russian archives over time.  They show the enduring expertise and commitment by Russian archivists to content in Russian archives, even in the face of weakened structures and problematic contexts.  There remains, by all appearances, a close proximity between archivist and the academic historian in Russia.

Now, it also seems, more than ever, records and their resulting archives everywhere have a fourth dimension beyond content, context and structure, which is that of complexity. We as archivists all know that the boundaries of archives everywhere are less strictly defined, more open, and all the more subject to unregulated and even unpredictable complexity.  In the United States, we have a greater appreciation for complexity alongside content, context, and structure. There is in fact even more than one type of complexity;  there is, for example, social complexity and there is technological complexity and both of these have a direct impact on the archives.  In Europe, there seems to be a parallel development. There has been an arc of ascendancy and now decline in the central role of diplomatics, that medieval methodology which prevailed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, especially in Western Europe.  It becomes one of a number of repertoires Europeans, and others, can use, but it is no longer the single, predominant pedagogy.  Some of us have tried to write about the ongoing viability of diplomatics, both the challenges and opportunities in attempting to make use of it today.
  Diplomatics is robust but not sufficient.
  Content, context and structure give us a useful framework but they, too, seem too static as concepts in and of themselves.  The nature of the “record” and therefore of archives is more complex, as are the expectations, possibilities, pressures, and limitations.  We must not only allow for, but even embrace, complexity as part of our framework.  

Those who create archives and those who use archives do not necessarily recognize the traditional boundaries or building blocks at all, the pedagogy and practice that we developed in the past, nor are they by any means required to learn about that territory, or culture, of archives from our perspective.  Even though I happen to believe firmly in the characteristics of content, context, and structure as a way of conceptualizing archives, and I find diplomatics an intriguing stretch in my understanding of archives, I could never expect administrators at the University of Michigan to have any sympathetic patience for these orientations to what distinguishes the records within the archives I try to administer.  They do not know the language of archives, nor are they interested.  They are interested in “ready access to essential evidence,” as the United States National Archives would characterize it.
 

Translating definitions

It seems, then, that archivists have an opportunity and an obligation to “translate” their understanding of archives, past and present, for their partners in the complex information enterprise, including creators and consumers of archives as well as other information and records specialists such as librarians, information technology support staff, and web editors.  Content, context, structure, and complexity may be far too abstract and general as terms.  Instead, the role of archives can perhaps better be taught, appreciated, through a vocabulary rich with verbs combined with values readily recognized. Instead of “what are archives” perhaps we could ask, “what do records within archives do”?  The answer is that archives enable, or make possible.  They enable integrity, accountability, efficiency, effectiveness, imagination, and understanding through their preservation and presentation of original records.  Archives also prevent, or at least try to prevent, the risks of loss, of lies, of distortions of history.   This is goal-oriented language, these verbs “enable” and “prevent” and they are appropriate for the business of archives, the law of archives, the news of archives, the education of archives, and still the love of archives. The United States National Archives uses the verb “enable” in what it calls its vision statement, and it promises a purposeful mission by using that slogan “ready access to essential evidence” as its key objective.  

By informing creators, consumers, and our information partners about the effective nature of archives, we are performing a particularly important educational role. This is an important priority, the education of stakeholders and all beneficiaries who have a role in ensuring the future integrity and well-being of archives. We are becoming aware in the United States of how very important it is for us to articulate continually and explicitly our mission, our goals and objectives, to those beyond the archives.  I have personally become all the more aware of the importance of explaining what archives do as a means of ensuring that our expertise is heard and appreciated in meetings with our peers in new information systems.  

For example, at the University of Michigan there is now a new “Institutional Repository,” a digital location for professors to create publicly accessible “archives” of their latest research.  This is a very important phenomenon in the United States’ universities.  Fortunately, the university realized that there is a fundamental difference between the institutional archives and the new “institutional repository,” even though they can to the uninitiated seem quite similar.   Just the single word “appraisal” can seem at first mysterious and suspiciously antiquarian to informational technology specialists.   Persistence pays off, though, since by now we seem to have achieved a clear understanding of the distinction of a new institutional repository and an ongoing institutional archive.
  It has helped to invoke verbs and values such as the following example:  the archives enable institutional accountability by preserving and making available records of decision-making within the area of tenure and promotion of faculty.  This is a distinctive, vital role of the archives, one that is at once convincing because of the terms and examples employed and apart from the goals of a new institutional repository for faculty research.

While our peers in information management and development are important, by far, the most important new partners in archival administration are future archivists!  They require their own particular pedagogy.  Let us take the verbs and values I’ve just mentioned and translate these back into a curriculum for students of archives.  

How does a student of archives learn about “enabling integrity?”  Through courses on physical and digital preservation of archives, for example. 

“Enabling accountability?” Courses in records management, appraisal, and acquisitions. 

“Enabling efficiency and effectiveness?”  Courses in arrangement, description, reference, and access.

“Enabling Imagination and Understanding?”  This is where I believe we return to the beginning, to that initial “love” of archives which attracts students of archives, still.  But instead of a return to any sort of positivist, Rankean epistemology of archives as unerring truthful evidence, we should continue, as many have done recently, to challenge the content of archives in new and assertive directions.  Courses in outreach, advocacy, and especially in interdisciplinary academic research address this need.   In fact, Francis Blouin and Bill Rosenberg at the University of Michigan led a year-long, interdisciplinary seminar on “Archives, Documentation, and Institutions of Social History,” with a resulting book of over 500 pages of essays to be published this year by University of Michigan Press.
  This volume will be the most recent, and very rich, contribution to the ever-growing body of research on questioning the modern enterprise of archives as a whole, as its own area of legitimate academic inquiry.  

The types of courses I have just described are all at the core of the curriculum at the University of Michigan and are also categories within the Society of American Archivists Guidelines for a Graduate Program in Archival Studies.
  All of these types of courses are essential to the full formation of the new archivist.  But they are not sufficient by themselves.  Complexity of archives just a few years ago was the ready explanation for the need for an autonomous curriculum.  But now, as a part of the success in appreciating complexity and a confidence in the maturation of archival education, there is a realization that inter-disciplinarity leads to an even deeper understanding of archives.  I believe that this inter-disciplinarity is as much across geographical borders as it is across academic borders.  There is no question that the Russian issue of Comma has tremendous pedagogical value for students of archives in the United States and elsewhere. Tom Hickerson, past president of the Society of American Archivists, also holds this view.  In his presidential address from the year 2000, he stated, “Knowledge of the nature of records in relation to other cultures enriches our appreciation of the relationship between records and our own culture. An understanding of the complex nature of the relationship between archival records and the societies and organizations that generate documents provides a useful antidote to the potential for cultural and nationalistic bias.”

The potential for meetings such as this one--to yield newer perspectives and greater international understanding among archivists--also holds great promise.  As a former editor, as a lecturer in archival education, and as an avowed internationalist, I congratulate our hosts on organizing this meeting and I trust that its findings will hold great value for us all.       
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