Recycling the Past: The Archivist
in the Age of Ecology

by HUGH A. TAYLOR
I am writing this in a very personal way as a poor substitute for what would be my contributions to invigorating discourse with friends and colleagues, who would have contributed so much more, and because what I have to say is very tentative in its application
to archives. I strongly believe that the present times demand a major shift in our way
of thinking, and I have developed this theme at some length in recent articles. I should
like now to outline and comment on some further ways in which archivists and others
may be pointing us in the right direction, that is to say, in the right brain direction!

Ralph Metzner, in summarizing the characteristics of the age, asserts that "a growing
chorus of voices is pointing out that the roots of the environmental disaster lie in the
attitudes, values, perception, and basic world view that we humans of the industrial,
technological global society have come to hold."' He believes, as I do, that we are in
a transitional stage on the way to an ecological age, "the outlines of which are being
articulated in the natural sciences, the social sciences, and in philosophy and religious
thought." He further believes that the so-called "information age" is more of the same
mind-set, since the approach is fundamentally mechanistic, as in the previous industrial
era, characterized by continuing mass production, narrow economic models of efficiency
and unbridled competition, and "does not represent a real shift in values such as the
ecology and the environmental crisis demand." I do not entirely agree with this, since
computers are not engines and machinery in the old sense, and are already changing
the way in which we regard information and knowledge. Thanks to our mechanistic culture, we still treat automation like Babbidge's computing "engine" and still speak of
"machine-readable archives," which simply present us with data a little smarter and
a little f a ~ t e r . ~
Whereas others write and speak of a post-modem age of "deconstructionist relativism," following a rationalistic and positivist era, Metzner can already discern aspects
of a consistent world-view emerging from the separate disciplines. There is cultural
historian and "geologian" Thomas Berry's evolutionary time covering more scale than
65,000,000 years from mammals to the emerging ecozoic era, "in which humans take
their rightful place as members of the integral, interdependent community of all life";
there is the Gaia hypothesis, which sees the planet as a vast evolutionary organism; there
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are the profound uncertainties of quantum physics; there is chaos theory. The old atomistic
view of ultimate reality is, in Metzner's eyes, giving way to
a holarchy (nested hierarchy) of systems with complex multi-level interactions of
phenomena from sub-atomic particles and atoms to galactic clusters and [the]
universe.. .. In the post-modern philosophy of science, the reductionist orientation
is complemented by integrative systemic perspectives including the possibility of
divine causation "from above." This is, I believe, reflected in our attitude to archival
materials, where the "bottom up" and "top down" approach is now in a kind of
healthy tension, which perhaps makes Metzner's "nested hierarchies" an analogy
worth p u r ~ u i n g . ~

I should like now to take a closer look at some positions assumed by Thomas Berry
and Matthew Fox, to whom I have referred before4 and who currently hold a central
place in my thoughts on archives and their relationship to culture and religion. For Berry
we must now, in a sense, reinvent the human as species within the community of life
species. Our sense of reality and of value must consciously shift from an anthropocentric to a biocentric norm of reference. We think of ourselves as ethnic, cultural, language or economic groups. We seldom consider ourselves as species among species,'
except perhaps in biology. We are above all members of nations and other human allegiances; all our records reflect the implications of this. Records bearing witness to the
equal validity and legal right of survival of the natural world are very limited by comparison. Prior to the modern period, liturgies celebrated the cycle through the seasons
and from birth to death. "There was no functional awareness of an irreversible unfolding universe within developmental historical time, "6 which has made cosmology impossible and has resulted in Berry's five ways in which civilizations transcended nature which I have discussed elsewhere.' Consequently, in Berry's opinion, "[tlhere is need
for afunctional cosmology ... once we consider that the universe, the earth, the sequence
of living forms and the human mode of consciousness have from the beginning had a
psychic-spiritual as well as a physical-material a s p e ~ t "~ which should induce a sense
of reverence transcending institutional religion.
I believe that a new cosmology will emerge along the lines suggested by Berry, which
will not require us to commit intellectual suicide, but rather result in a holistic, planetary renaissance built upon "our experience in a dominant time-developmental mode
of consciousness and with our empirical instruments of ~nderstanding"~
in order to enrich
rather than dominate our approach to the rest of nature.
Berry makes a clear distinction between genetic coding, which links us to the mystery
of creation, and cultural coding, transmitted from one generation to another as a result
of "special educational processes. "I0 These must undergo significant changes, with which
archives will be involved, together with the whole range of current heritage information
and artefacts, if the paradigm shift discussed above is to occur.
This brings me to theologian Matthew Fox and his definition of the new cosmology,
which is generally similar but more specific:
By the term "cosmology" I mean three things: a scientific story about the origins
of our universe; mysticism, which is a psychic response to our being in the universe;
and art, which translates science and mysticism into images that awaken body, soul
and society. A cosmology needs all three elements to come alive: it is our joyful
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response (mysticism) to the awesome fact of our being in the universe (science)
and our expression of that response by the art of our lives and citizenship (art)."I1
It is the last element which concerns us most as archivists and citizens.
It may be argued that I have strayed a long way from my theme, but this has been
necessary in order to provide the basis for those societal changes over the next century
(quite a short archival time) which will reintroduce humanity to the world of nature.I2
In this context, I do not believe that theology along the lines indicated is an optional
addition.
We are already becoming less anthropocentric as we begin to recognize intrinsic values
in other living systems and societies, and cease to treat them as irrelevant or simply
as resources for exploitation. For instance, property and ownership, the hallmark of civilization and the subject of the earliest textual records, is a concept which still divides aboriginal peoples from immigrants, and many of the assumptions about possession are being
called into question. National archives are the product or aspiration of nation states with
political and economic systems now under severe stress, if not actually breaking down.
As massive changes in centralized power structures are revealed, what will be the future
of these archives? Metzner argues that all our long-held assumptions and social values,
many of which are now coming under fire, "are cultural and not biological" (which
is in line with Berry's "cultural coding"): "the alternative attitudes and values now
being advocated in many circles are unconventional but not unnatural." I hope that the
same also goes for my own observations about archives in this context.
What signs are there within our own profession that we are reacting in a sensitive
way to these early beginnings of change? The examples which I shall choose is no sense
constitute a definitive overview. Many are taken at random from recent articles in
Archivaria and The American Archivist.
At the head of all these must stand Frank Burke's galaxy of right questions which
he asked of a largely unresponsive audience in 1981. Very little has been done to answer
them, yet we should strive to find answers if we are to make our way in an age where
many of the old landmarks may be gone: "What is it within the nature of society that
makes it create the records that it does?" asks Burke.I3 What records will be created
and needed when the nature of society changes, as change it will? We would do well
to study this relationship if we are to be responsive to changing needs; this is not the
same as being user-driven, which is more reactive than proactive and far too specific
and uncoordinated.
Arising out of Burke's article, the vigorous discussion on the relation of theory to
archival practice has been quite fruitful, and many helpful insights are to be derived
from it. It may be that he placed too much faith in theories derived from the scientific
method and its objectivity. For John Roberts, archival theory overcomplicates and oversimplifies by turns; basic procedures do not need a complex philosophical component,
and the complex relationships involved in the analysis and appraisal of records, for
instance, defy any theory which attempts to allow for all circumstance^.^^ This is a warning
which should be heeded, as we so easily fall into the trap of a scientific reductionism
and technological structures inappropriate to archives. We are not arm's-length observers
testing hypotheses because, although we can control the physical form of documents, their
content and meaning become a part of our own subjectivity and make general application

particularly elusive. The word "theory" has its roots in the Greek theoros, spectator;
we do not experience that kind of detachment any more than the historians. We can and
must think at times in terms of ideas, abstractions, metaphors, paradoxes, hypotheses,
and the like, as one means of sharpening our perceptions. "Information is of course
an 'idea' - in its broadest sense as the representation of the intellect,"I5 and must in
turn be subjected to rigorous scrutiny. I am reluctant to attach the term "theorist" to
those who in effect think as all archivists should, nor do I favour the term "archival
science" unless used in its literal sense as scientia or knowledge. However, I strongly
disagree with Roberts when he claims that archival work is "intrinsically, inescapably
ad hoc," that archivists are reactive and dependent, that we are trapped in our social
and intellectual milieu, and "cannot set about filling gaps until somebody recognizes
they exist. "I6 It is our responsibility to move beyond conventional wisdom, and away
from that passive response to the status quo which Howard Zinn deplored in an article
which The American Archivist would not publish at the time." We have to play our part
in recognizing changes in outlook at an early stage.
Frederick Stielow's response to Roberts is based on a definition of theory as "systematically organized knowledge applicable in a relatively wide variety of circumstance^,"^^
the result of hypotheses and empirical testing; he quotes Henry James that theories are
instruments, not answers. This embraces much of the work done in the development
of descriptive standards, which is essential if we are to have a common language of automated identification. For Stielow the study of archives is above all a metadi~cipline,~~
and this is precisely its strength in the context of the ecological age. The fact that archivists
cannot be labelled or defined is perhaps a source of hope rather than despair, and will
encourage multidisciplined generalists in place of the "specialist" of whatever stripe;
therein lies the paradoxical rigour of our professional education, which the requirements
for the new graduate degrees and other related programmes are now recognizing.
Especially at the present time, there is a close relationship between archival theory,
however defined, and the technology of automation. Real dangers exist of diminishing
the archivist as the human component of research which the data bank cannot replace.20
The challenge which faces us, in particular our embrace of a new cosmology such as
Matthew Fox proposes, and the difficulty which we have in making the effort, quickly
reveals our heavy dependence on "left brain" thinking, which stresses the logical, mathematical, linear, detailed, sequential, analytical, and intellectual approaches so prominent in our culture. Often they are at the expense of lost contributions from our holistic,
artistic, symbolic, intuitive, emotional "right brain." Recalling that we drew before
we could read and write, I enrolled in a drawing course along the lines of Betty Edwards's
Drawing from the Right Side of the Brain, which has - I believe - some relevance
to our profession. 21
When, as adults with no formal training, we sit down to draw a human figure, the
result is quite literally childish and we decide that art is not for us. We look at the subject, but our left brain knows what an eye or an arm or a hand should look like on paper
and down goes a stock symbol reminiscent of childhood. Young children, who have not
yet come under the spell of Berry's "cultural coding," have an instinct for emphasizing
the essentials of what they want to express through the consistent use of their own pictorial conventions, in effect their own pictograms for heads and bodies and so on. As
time goes by, literacy has them striving for likeness, accuracy and realism - which
defeats them. Their spontaneity disappears and their cramped and wooden images are
GJ

All rights resewed Archivaria 35 (Spring 1993)

RECYCLING THE PAST

207

frozen in the left brain. On the course we were taught to follow the contours of our model
with our charcoal sticks, looking far more at the model than the paper. This helps us
to eliminate left brain's memory of familiar objects, and requires a fresh and sensitive
line, while we try to forget that the subject is a body. The cumulative effect, after a
few hours of this exercise, has been astonishing. The left brain becomes impatient with
all this observation of detail, the old symbols fade away, and we begin to learn to draw.
Pattern recognition is a powerful answer to information overload. Do we search for
the pattern with our left or right brain? Is there too much fragmented analysis confused
by an overlay of stereotypes from our left brain, or do we bring to bear right-brain holism
and intuition in order to help trace accurately the total parameters of the overload? We
can then use our left brain not to say, "I know what a data bank on the theme of X
more or less contains," but for the subsequent record and analysis of what is ~ i g n i f i c a n t . ~ ~
Relationships too have an artistic counterpart called "negative space," such as between
the girders of a bridge, and one exercise is to draw the negative spaces of a chair to
produce the "positive" chair. When we as archivists appraise, do we wish to see the
pattern of content while ignoring contextual relationships which may have a profound
bearing on our decision, including absent information? Edwards calls these techniques
~ ~ has a familiar ring.
"information p r o c e s ~ i n g , "which
Extending this idea and assuming a vastly increased element of pictorial symbols and
systems for the conveyance of information through virtual reality, virtual documents
and the mixed media of hypertext, over and above automated archives as we currently
know them, would it be possible to design profiles of the documentary flow and information capture in an institution, along with diagrammatic relationships (after the manner of a web-chart) for all documentary material in a department or institution? Could
the relative importance of the material be made visible in its totality for both hemispheres
of the brain to work upon and, if necessary, set alongside of the records of another agency
for comparison and contextual understanding, all the time avoiding too much detail?
R.S. Wurman's "information anxiety" from overload can often be resolved by maps
. ~ ~ age of ecology may see us mapping our information
rather than by t a b ~ l a t i o n The
with the double helix and other natural databanks as model or metaphor. J.B. Harley
believes that we still have too narrow a view of what mapping is: "In our western culture, at least since the Enlightenment, cartography has been defined as a factual science.
The premise is that a map should offer a transparent window on the
accurate
and without bias - which of course is an illusion. Harley maintains that maps can be
discussed as text rather than as a mirror of nature, regarding maps as "texts" in the
same sense as other non-verbal sign systems.26Maps of archival and information patterns could therefore be conceived of as textual description, without the linear characteristics of prose leading to left-brain dominance and analytical fragmentation at the
David Bearman has given us what would seem to be a remarkably prophetic work,
entitled all too prosaically Archival Methods.28 He deliberately offers no new theory
or technology, but suggests new approaches which are more in tune with the times.
Appraisal and acquisition based on the preservation of a representational record of human
culture are abandoned as considerations of value are substituted for risk management:
What can we not afford to destroy?29To my mind, archives, along with other heritage
institutions, have in a sense been marginalized by a technological society which sees
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them as the source of a harmless leisure activity in pursuit of history and "culture"
generally.30At the same time, archives have been given an almost unlimited licence to
acquire, provided the exercise does not cost too much, and our success is often measured in the linear metres of full shelves. Bearman, on the other hand, argues that those
government records retained should be records which we need for our identity and protection as citizens and for the conduct of our lives; that, conversely, records which cease
to have continuing value should be destroyed through retrospective reappraisal:
We tell ourselves that society values our efforts for their balanced contribution to
posterity, but I will argue that our role is more closely akin to that of the storyteller
remaking the past in a fashion relevant to our time.. .. Our value rests with the contribution we make to the continuity of culture by connecting the present with the
recent past, not be passively conserving the evidence of a distant past for the unmeasurable benefit of some equally remote future.31
This recycling of the past for the sake of the present places the record at the centre
of our lives, and not detached in some genteel academic ghetto of the mind.32 Let the
future understand our world on the basis of what we need, just as we have come to understand the Middle Ages through the skills of the historian working on the great series
of vital government records as the essential basis. What, then, of the private sector?
I am not sure that this approach is quite so applicable, but we can still be more selective
than we are now, gathering material in the context of documentation strategies based
on present societal needs,33not just those of Ph.D. candidates. As it is, the evidence
of the more distant past is terminally wasting away as a result of age, pollution and obsolete
technology. Let us use it while it is still "alive." In any case, however, our selection
was never neutral or objective but, like the writing of our users, the historians, reflective of the myths which are part of our culture.34In failing to recognize this fact, archival
repositories may become a "museum of communications and not a living cultural
entity ,"35 especially if we neglect essential networking with records managers, "where
numerous, small data archives in an organization are like isolated gene pools, inbred,
narrow and lacking the strength which comes from cross fertili~ation"~~
(shades of
Thomas Berry!). Through all of this the presence of the archivist is vital, since "in manual
retrieval systems the human mind makes leaps across categories which are not supported
by existing mechanisms in automated systems. "37 Citing M.T. Clancy on the emergence
of the written record in England, Bearman portentously asks whether there will be a
divergence away from the textual record as it loses its credibility as evidence in the face
of slippery electronic software.

I have left mentioning until last an article clearly grounded in the age of ecology. Many
others discussed above deal with more effective ways of conducting archival business,
but these could have been put in place within a continuation of our present assumptions;
not so Candace Loewen's article on the appraisal of environmental records.38She covers
some familiar ground on the consequences of the Enlightenment and its antecedents,
but many of her sources and insights are fresh to me, especially those on environmental
history written by women and including the ecology of the Ancient World. Loewen emphasizes the dominance of patriarchy through the centuries - it is still with us and accounts
for many of our problems - and the role of gender in this context.39Using all this as
a background, she then deals specifically with issues relating to the records of the Atomic
Energy Control Board. The extent to which records have a bearing on the natural world
should be one of the first considerations in archival appraisal. Sensitive recognition of
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the implications of our present dilemma will be hard-won nevertheless, since we are
children of the industrial age and our parentage will continue to show for some time.
What will be archivists' professional environment in the Age of Ecology? The world
around us will certainly not be an ideal arcadian utopia, as Berry warns us. Growth and
change often produce hardship, stress, privation and violence.40The failure of the present
global economic system to encourage social justice and a developing sustainability of
natural resources may end in turmoil and collapse, which would greatly weaken the structures of centralized government. Out of this could emerge in time a network of bioregions and "soft energy paths," relatively self-supporting. In the aftermath of a consumer society, the necessities of life may become more expensive as the social costs
are built in, but they will be simple, of good quality, and designed to last. Reliance on
fossil fuels will be drastically cut; citizens will increasingly gain satisfaction from the
qualities of their own region. In contrast to the trends towards simplifying lifestyles,
information in all its forms will be global in outreach, easily and cheaply available.
Government at all levels will be decentralized, "smaller," more responsive to citizens
and more diverse, few reminders surviving of the old industrial bureaucracies largely
built upon the paper record in a mass society. The gleaming techno-culture of the future,
residing in vast cities surrounded by sanitized greenery, is a projection of our industrial
mind-sets and the centralized corporate ideal of the multinationals, which remains a real
threat to ecological solutions. This is not the place in which to rehearse detailed scenarios,
but we should nevertheless try from time to time to envision generations beyond our
own, the better to prepare for them. Serious futurologists such as Hazel Henderson4'
can be of help and so can the more literary science fiction.
In my view, there is likely to be a demand for a kind of integrated history which might
well encompass the whole planet, indicating trends in the lives of humans and other species in a symbiotic relationship which will require vast areas of automated compatibility
in order to detect significant patterns. Displayed on such a broad canvas, the result will
be mythic in extent. The bio-regions will receive similar attention, but one wonders
whether the byzantine affairs of the old national governments will ever again engage
the creative imaginations of future writers once they pass from the scene. Departments
of the environment may likewise have disappeared, as both public and private sectors
will be deeply involved in the natural world at all levels as part of the art of living.
Unlike today, it will be increasingly difficult to single out "cultural activities" as being
"over and against" the rest of life. The dichotomies inherent in "work" and "play"
will likely be resolved as work becomes more playful and play is recognized as something which we need to work at as part of human nature. Generations to come will value
documentary evidence which reflects the public temper of the age, and in particular the
heroic efforts made to reverse the rush to disaster; pioneer work done by individuals
and organizations which has always preceded commitment by governments. The danger
is that the records of the old discredited industrial age will be neglected by the politically correct, as were those of the Dark and Middle ages by the Enlightenment.
Although their roles will remain distinct in many ways, libraries, archives, art galleries, museums and theatres will work far more closely together as they all celebrate the
richness of past and present life on earth. The possibilities of virtual reality and virtual
documents are enormous as a means of re-creating past and present environments not
otherwise accessible. Family histories will increase in popularity as families become
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grounded in their bio-regions and become more conscious of their place in nature. Automation will allow families to secure and disseminate their archives around their homes
and through time, so that each generation will be able to enter into and assume as a
mask the lives of their ancestors.42
While the nineteenth century rediscovered history as we have come to know it and
the old record-keepers provided the major source materials, the twentieth century rediscovered the complexity of i n f ~ r m a t i o nand
, ~ ~modem archives are now in danger of falling
into the clutches of information scientists. We archivists must nevertheless follow our
own path, where the verifiable record remains central to our concerns. We should be
wary of hypertext's siren song luring us onto the reefs of lost provenance. At the same
time, we shall join with other heritage professionals in order to make leaps of the imagination from documents to the artefacts of "material culture," to art and (why not?) to
literature and theatre, always bearing in mind that the origin and context of human heritage
lies in life-forms which antedate and still surround us. The new age will see a conceptual fusion of these phenomena as we strive to live in the shadow of our ancestors and
their fellow creatures as parts of the whole.44

I suspect that I could be accused of advocating politically correct attitudes under the
cover of professionalism. Others will see these impressions as hopelessly idealistic; the
wholesale destruction of life on this planet through neglect or violence may proceed beyond
the point of no return. That might well happen, in which case the documentary heritage
could disappear as well, and a break in cultural continuity would pose communication
riddles for some phoenix intelligence rising from the ashes.45 I prefer to believe that
this agenda will not proceed - at least not to the very point of extinction - because
behind our speck in the universe is a caring God delighting in creation, a mystery beyond
description and anthropomorphism. The glass remains very dark, but a pattern of living
has been revealed to us if we shall but accept it.46
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Bookchin, Toward an Ecological Society (Montreal, 1980).
43 Stielow, "Archival Theory," p. 20.
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44 This from Madeleine L'Engle, A Stone for a Pillow (Wheaton, Ill., 1986), p. 42: "In a recent article
on astrophysics, I came across the beautiful and imaginative concept known as the 'butterfly effect'.
If a butterfly ... should be hurt, the effects would be felt in galaxies thousands of light years away.
The interrelationship of all Creation is sensitive in a way we are just beginning to understand."
45 On the theme of cultural continuity see Kenneth E. Foote, "To Remember and Forget: Archives,
Memory and Culture," American Archivist 53, no. 3 (Summer 1990), pp. 378-392; in science fiction, moreover, Walter M. Miller, Canticlefor Liebowitz (New York, 1959), and David Macaulay,
Morel of the Mysteries (Boston, 1979). Both deal with strange attributions given to artefacts when
there is a total cultural breakdown.
46 Finally, I should like to acknowledge the especially helpful comments, suggestionsand citations provided
by Terry Cook of the National Archives of Canada, which deserve far more than a note. His colleague Candace Loewen, moreover, has gently and quite rightly taken me to task for not drawing
attention in this paper to the contribution made by women to the environmental discourse. She has
already filled the gap most admirably in her own article (supra, note 38), and I shall not repeat her
sources here.

