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Counterpoint

The Archivist as Forensic Scientist - Seeing QOurselves
in a Different Way

by ELIZABETH DIAMOND

Throughout the profession in recent years, there has been an increasing concern for
formal archival education. Several new courses in archival studies have been start-
ed in Canada. The Society of American Archivists has finally produced guidelines
for a Masters of Archival Science degree programme, after years of seeming to
consider autonomous post-graduate programmes in archives unnecessary.' As a
result, the nature of archival studies has become the subject of intense discussion.
The American debate, conducted in print and by electronic mail, was described by
Frank Burke in his presidential address at Montreal in 1992.7 In Canada, the direc-
tion and nature of archival scholarship arouses strong opinions.® Before we can
resolve the debate, we must settle the question of what exactly an archivist is and
the inevitable corollary, what an archivist is not. To do so, we must ask again what
an archivist does and why; we must also consider what an archivist studies and
how she or he practises. We must have a clear picture of ourselves and our rela-
tionships with other similar professions. Only when we have clarified our role in
our own minds, can we go on to cooperate as equal partners with related profes-
sionals in a world flooded with information. Only then can we go on to create a
wider role for our profession in the world at large.

Although the hoary old argument about whether or not an archivist should be a
historian still lurks in the minds of many archivists, it is becoming increasingly
clear that there is a distinct archival mind-set that distinguishes archivists from all
other professionals. One of the chiet purposes of archival education should be to
establish this mind-set in the students’ way of thinking, giving the archivist an
approach that is different from a historian’s. The archivist looks at a document and
asks first “What is this?”—not, as a historian would ask, “What is this abour?™
The archivist’s first concern is with the documents themselves, not with the infor-
mation they contain.

Of course, good archivists will be interested in the content of documents. Their
professional expertise, however, is embodied in that first question. “what is this?”
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To answer it the archivist must ask and answer several subsidiary questions: “Who
made it? When, where, how, and why?” In the process of responding to these ques-
tions, the archivist will discover not only what the document is about but, more
importantly, the whole context of its creation. This is not to suggest that archivists
should be uninterested in history or its writing. Quite the opposite: most archivists
will always be interested in and informed about history. It is simply that the
archivist approaches the raw material from which history is written differently.

An archivist attempting to define him or herself, especially in an academic
milieu, encounters a problem. The assumption is still very frequently made that a
full-time archivist is some sort of second-class historian. Simply denying that one
is a historian does not suffice, and the attempt to explain that the study of archives
is a separate, though related, scholarly discipline often fails. The following analo-
gy, however, helps to clarify the differences.

If the whole field of historical studies could be viewed as a court of law, then the
academic historian might be seen as the advocate or the prosecuting counsel. The
historian takes a position, assesses the evidence, emphasises that particular evi-
dence which best supports his or her position, and presents the argument in favour
of his or her case. Other historians will argue other sides of the case. Posterity and
the discipline as a whole will pass judgement on the arguments.

If the historian is the lawyer in the court of history, then the archivist is the foren-
sic scientist.® His or her job is to acquire, preserve, arrange, and make accessible,
both physically and intellectually, the archival record—what Sir Hilary Jenkinson
called the “material evidences™ of the historical case. The services of the forensic
scientist are available impartially to all sides in the case. A forensic scientist may
have an opinion about the rights or wrongs in any particular argument, but does not
express that opinion in an official capacity; she or he must avoid advocacy. This
does not mean that a forensic scientist has a merely custodial relationship with the
evidence. It is his or her major professional function to clarify the meaning of the
evidence-—to, as it were, determine the blood group of the stain, the brand of the
cigar ash, and all the scientifically possible explanations of the circumstances with-
out speculating whether or not the accused is guilty. The line between the facts that
are clearly and indisputably part of the evidence and the interpretations that can be
made from that evidence can be very hard to draw. No human being can be totally
impartial; the legal system works by seeking a balance between different partiali-
ties. It is for this reason that forensic science, with its own distinct knowledge base
and methodology, is a discipline separate from the lawyer’s. To ensure that the
deliberations of the court of history come as close as possible to the truth, the per-
ceptions of both the forensic scientist and the advocate must be considered.

The professional duty of the archivist is to describe the context of archival
records accurately and to make this context available and obvious to anyone who
wants to use the records, either as evidence or as a source of information. The oil
spill caused by the grounding of the tanker Exxon Valdez in Prince William Sound
can provide a current example.” The spill resulted in many studies of the effects on
the wildlife of the area. While the scientists collecting the data were all reputable
professionals, the conclusions of those working for the oil company on the one
hand, and those working for the United States Government and conservation
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groups on the other, were very different. The reasons for these differences will be a
matter of speculation for years to come. When the various records are eventually
made available to future researchers, the context of their creation will have to be
very clear if they are to mean anything. It will be the archivists in charge of these
records who will be responsible for transmitting this context without adding bias to
one set of data or the other.

One means of doing this will be by providing good descriptions of what the docu-
ments are and the context in which they were created. The Rules for Archival
Description (RAD) constitute one of the most effective tools yet devised for apply-
ing the archival mind-set to the problem. Using RAD forces the archivist to exam-
ine very carefully the exact nature of the records and their arrangement. Of all the
required areas in a RAD description, only the scope and content note deals with the
subject of the records. Even in that area the rules say “at the fonds or series level,
give information on the functions and activities generating the records and/or their
arrangement as the principle means of indicating the unit being described.”™ An
accurate description of functions, which is part of contextual information, avoids
those long lists of ill-defined subjects or idiosyncratic file titles that too often con-
stituted the scope notes of the past.

The rules are based on the concept of the archival fonds, which Terry Eastwood
describes as “the cardinal principle of provenance.” Writing the rules required the
Canadian archival community to analyze the concept of provenance and clarify it
in a number of publications.” Actually trying to apply RAD is forcing archivists to
define the structure of their records in new and more precise ways. We must look
at archives with sharper and more acute vision. Before writing the RAD description
of a fonds, we must, in Duff and Haworth’s words, “discern its arrangement.”"!
The effort to do so helps to keep us from destroying an original order the signifi-
cance of which we might have failed to see with our former subject-oriented
vision.

There is a great danger, especially as we try to automate access to archival mater-
ial, that we will forget that archivists are not in the first instance concerned with
information. Their primary concern is with the documents in which the information
is embedded. This is because the context in which they were created is an essential
part of the information. In a very real sense, “the medium is the message”™—or at
least a vital part of it."”? As Terry Eastwood says, “archival documents are evidence
first and information second.”'* We must remember that they bear witness not only
to the intentional evidence for which their creators kept them in the first place, but
also to the unintentional evidence which may tell us far more about the creators
and the reasons for their creation. When archivists deal with researchers, they
should be facilitating their search for information; they should also be providing
them with access to the context in which that information exists.

It is more difficult to retrieve isolated pieces of information from archives than
from libraries, and always will be. We should not forget that this is largely because
of “the distinction between archival material, generated as the result of an action
and library material, which is a synthesis of a wide body of information brought
together by one or more authors.”'* Almost all subject access techniques have been
developed for use on library resources—that is to say, on synthesized material.
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Archival material contains, by nature, unsynthesized, raw information, which is
much more difficult to handle. The archivist makes a synthesis in descriptions and
finding aids, particularly the scope and content note, biographical notes, or admin-
istrative history. It is relatively easy to give subject access to these synthesized
finding aids and descriptions. Beyond this level however, it becomes more diffi-
cult. In the case of single, discrete items of information, such as unpublished
reports, photographs, or maps, we should, in ideal circumstances, be able to pro-
vide access as simply as does a library. We should remember, however, that very
little information exists in archives in a totally discrete form. Inevitably, the con-
text of its creation and the part it plays in the larger context of its fonds colours
information and changes it. It is to that context that archivists should be striving to
give access.

Computers give us the opportunity to create extremely detailed access to archival
material. Far too frequently, however, this capacity is used to give access to single,
isolated references, in which form the material can far too easily be taken without
its context. If we set out to index, manually or with computers, only subjects, we
may find the links to contextual information hard or impossible to make—particu-
larly for researchers unfamiliar with the nature of archives. Yet those links are vital
to the proper understanding of the information. The Subject Indexing Working
Group of the PCDS has given us a very thorough report on subject indexing for
archives.'”” We must now begin to devise guidelines for indexing the contextual
matrix in which that information is embedded.'® In many cases, however, the
explanation of the context may be too complicated to be encompassed in any
indexing method as we understand it.

One of the best examples of the archivist as forensic scientist in the court of his-
tory is given in an article by Catherine Bailey on electronic records.'” Because the
electronic record is, as it were, stored in fragments, it is more difficult to answer
the question “what is this document?” As a result, it is much more tempting to
limit our thinking to the question “what is this document about?” Precisely because
of this problem, we have to be even more conscious of preserving contextual infor-
mation. Archivists, like forensic scientists, become expert witnesses, testifying to
the nature of the documents. More and more often with electronic records this is
actually the case, as Bailey points out. Instead of being able to discard traditional
archival principles, as some archivists thought when they first encountered elec-
tronic records,'® it is necessary to use them even more scrupulously, as the context
of the records is not immediately obvious to the user. The archivist must “trans-
late” the records and be able to testify that they have not been tampered with or fal-
sified. This expert testimony is essential; without it, the electronic record cannot be
used as evidence. It is clearly a modern example of Jenkinson’s moral defense of
archives.

While many people agree that “the traditional approach to retrieval with the
archivist as essential intermediary between the user and the records is no longer
viable,”'? it is important that we continue to provide that mediation in some form.
The majority of the users of archives are not the academic historians or scholars
who could be expected to be familiar with the nature of archives.” This being the
case, the archivist must find other ways to make researchers aware of the context in
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which the information they find was created. This is not a simple task in many
cases. We almost need to be able to attach to all retrievals a warning notice: “Do
not accept this information until you know where it came from.”

A good illustration of this problem can be found in the records of Lower Canada
held by the Manuscript Division of the National Archives. RG4, B20 contains a
number of original pardons, both absolute and conditional—that is to say, the orig-
inal document given to the prisoner on his release, in the case of absolute pardon,
as evidence that he had been legally pardoned. In the case of conditional pardon,
the document was given to the official responsible for seeing that the conditions
were carried out. A researcher with the historical approach encountering one of
these pardons and focusing on what the document is about, would probably feel
justified in assuming that the individual named had been pardoned. This assump-
tion would be totally incorrect. The archivist, with an approach centred on the doc-
ument itself, would recognize that the fact that the pardon remains in the files is
evidence that it was never issued in that form. Therefore, the prisoner was not par-
doned, at least not on that occasion or under those conditions.?! The archivist must
find some way to share this insight, without having to sit down and explain it to
each individual researcher.

Every archivist knows the frustration of dealing with researchers who do not read
the introductions to finding aids before they start to search. They want instant
access and are frequently too impatient to realize that they also need the contextual
background. One of the most promising practical developments toward giving the
researcher this sort of background is the use of relational databases such as GEN-
CAT.?” Used with RAD, such a database can make it almost impossible for the
researcher to avoid the contextual information in the Administrative History,
Custodial History, and Scope and Content notes. A full text search capacity allows
the researcher to find any phase or key word in the database. In the past, when such
a clue was provided by a manual index or some other reference tool, too many then
simply went straight to the document, thereby missing the information that might
possibly have changed, and would certainly have broadened, their understanding—
as in the pardon case cited above. A relational database can be arranged so that the
appropriate notes appear on the same screen, or at least in the same computer
record, as the text containing the key word or the phrase. The links to context are
so easy that even the most impatient researcher should be able to make them. RAD
enjoins us not to repeat at a lower level information given at a higher one. As a
result, we will have to be careful to tie the administrative history note of the parent
description to that of its children in the chain of hierarchy. RAD already tells us to
do this by using such a phrase as “This series forms part of the ____ fonds.”
Perhaps we should add a further phrase, giving a simple command to bring up the
appropriate parent’s computer record in every administrative history note.

The belief that archivists are, and should be, handmaidens of history—running a
sort of service industry in which the customer is always right—is still held by
many historians and some archivists.”* They see many imperfections in archives
and archivists arising from a failure to consider the needs of historians. What those
who hold this belief have failed to realize is that the faults they have perceived in
past practice arose not because the archivists of the past were not good enough
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historians, but because they were sometimes too much historians and not good
enough archivists. As Jenkinson put it,

Most of the bad, and sometimes damaging work, which has been done upon
Archives in the past, from the “methodizing” of them down to the publishing
of expensive calendars conforming so closely to the desires of one generation
of students that they were quite useless for the purposes of the next—most of
the bad and dangerous work done in the past may be traced to external enthu-
siasms resulting in a failure on the part of the Archivist to treat Archives as a
separate subject.?*

Jenkinson is suggesting not that archivists should ignore the study of history, but
that they should approach the raw materials from which history is written from a
different starting point than do historians. The problem of how to ensure that suffi-
cient records are acquired and preserved to illuminate ail aspects of society and
provide an information matrix for all schools of history, present and future, is a dif-
ficult one. It will not be solved, however, by simply giving the current customers
what they want. In the long run, the court of history will be better served by evi-
dence preserved by professional archivists who do not consider themselves ser-
vants of any other profession.

The necessity of maintaining an independent attitude in questions of acquisition
is clear. Hans Booms, for example, sees acquisition and appraisal as the central
function of the archivist.*® He acknowledges the close relationship between
archivists and historians, but does not see the archivist’s duty as merely supplying
current historical demand: “fluctuating historical demand, defined by historical
theories is actually not a very dependable category for determining value, especial-
ly if one is interested in ‘maintaining enduring values’ (Rohr) .... For ‘enduring
values’ are dependent not on the degree to which they satisfy the needs of present
day research, but at best, only the needs of future research.”?® Booms proposes that
archivists should formulate a documentary heritage “according to an archival con-
ception, historically assessed, which reflects the consciousness of the particular
period for which the archives is responsible and from which the source material to
be appraised is taken.””” He insists that “measuring the societal significance of past
fact by analysing the value which their contemporaries attached to them should
serve as the foundation for all archival efforts towards forming the documentary
heritage.”? It is interesting to note that Jenkinson suggested something very simi-
lar, following his famous criticism of archivists as historians with the statement
that “the Archivist should be a modern only so far as strictly modern questions of
buildings, custody and the like are concerned: for the rest he should be all things to
all Archives, his interests identified with theirs, his period and point of view
theirs.”?

The vast flood of records, particularly government records, rushing toward us in
recent years has made Canadian archivists reconsider the nature of appraisal and
the criteria on which it is to be based—to ensure that the archivally valuable part,
and only that part, is preserved. In this, as in all archival activities, an archival
point of view is a necessity. At the most simple level, it is obviously necessary to
know the exact nature of a document or series in order to decide whether it is the
best available and most complete record of the transaction. In some cases, such as
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financial records, this knowledge is not as easily grasped as it might at first seem.™
Such knowledge, however, is also vital at the more sophisticated level of deciding
which transactions are worthy of preservation.

A historian involved in appraisal, would, in essence, ask “What could I (or anoth-
er historian) use these records for?” To be true to the role of archival forensic sci-
entist, guardian of the evidence, the archivist must instead ask first “What did the
creators of these records use them for?” Only after answering that question can
one consider what other uses they might have.

The distortion of appraisal through the use of too historical an approach can be
seen in the case of the homestead files of the former Dominion Lands Branch of
the Department of the Interior, now in the custody of the Saskatchewan Archives
Board. These files were created to record the progress of each individual home-
stead claim through the various stages up to granting the land patent to the home-
steader. In 1943, the Department of Mines and Resources, which had inherited the
Lands Branch files, made plans to dispose of them. The historian A.S. Morton,
who was trying to create an archival institution in Saskatchewan, examined them
and told Gustave Lanctot that most “would be pure routine and would have little or
no historical value.... But a smaller proportion would involve correspondence...
with people who, from some trouble or another, had not been able to make good
their contracts.” He felt that this correspondence could have wide interest to eco-
nomic and social historians. Because of the expense of weeding out the routine
files, he recommended that they “keep the chaff for the sake of the wheat.™*' When
the files eventually were transferred in 1956, most were stripped to the bare admin-
istrative documents: application for the entry on the land, application for the patent
to the land, and the notification of the grant of the patent. One in twelve was left
complete.” These unstripped files show that a great amount of other documenta-
tion had been routinely placed on the files: records of liens to cover the cost of
loans for seed grains and relief given by federal departments, records of tax claims
by the provincial government, inspection reports, citizenship records, and a great
deal of incidental information. They also prove that the files were still in use and
that new documentation was still being added right up to the time of transfer.
Today this chaff is in continuous heavy use by all sorts of researchers.* It is diffi-
cult not to feel that they were preserved as much by chance as by intention. With
the much greater demand on storage space in today’s archives, we must ask
whether our modern appraisal techniques would have done any better.

Two of the most interesting recent suggestions for appraisal strategies come
from Terry Cook and Terry Eastwood.* We should speculate on how each would
treat the homestead files if they came into their hands today. Terry Cook proposes
a “macro-appraisal” approach, which involves “focusing first on the functions
causing a record to be created and on the structures affecting the creation rather
than on the record itself.”* When the most significant agencies or parts of agencies
have been identified, then and only then can individual series of records and
record-keeping systems be examined and appraised. The appraising archivist must
not judge actual series by whether they will be useful to researchers, but “by how
accurately the records project and sharpen the image of the citizen-state dialectic,
and the separate actors, agents and functions involved in them.”* While Cook sets
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out certain circumstances in which case files have archival value in their own right,
he stresses the principle that, in most instances, the case files should be kept for
“documenting the citizen-state interaction per se and not for documenting the pro-
gramme or the agency or the citizen separately.””

Since this approach requires historical and sociological methods of analysis of
records creating agencies, it is all the more important to keep the archival point of
view in mind from the beginning. Without a conscious effort, it will be difficult to
avoid choosing agencies that project an image in terms of current historical theo-
ries. Controversial programmes, which Cook regards as most likely to generate
significant records, will have to be deemed so by a historical judgement. The dan-
ger, greatly simplified, is that we may move from selection of material because it
contains information about important political activities and government on the
large scale, to selecting it because it contains information about important adminis-
trative activities or government on the smaller scale. The old archivist working
through the political historian’s mind-set may be replaced by the archivist thinking
as an administrative historian.

Cook’s method would undoubtedly have identified the function of administering
the transfer of millions of acres of Crown Land to private ownership as significant.
He, like Morton, would have acquired the policy files. As for the case files, it is
very possible that his method would have led to the preservation of only those
exceptional ones that Morton found interesting. The routine case files might well
not have been kept because they do not add significantly to the understanding of
the interaction between the government and the citizen. If they had been kept, it
would probably have been for their informational value only, for what Cook calls
political rather than archival reasons.®® The question then arises whether these
records really are of informational value only. Is there an appraisal theory that
gives them archival value as well?

Terry Eastwood proposes use as the criterion for appraisal.* Not the use that
might be made by future historians, but the use that was made of the records by
their creators, and the use that society as a whole has made of similar records in the
past and may be expected to make of these records in the future. An archivist
adopting this method of appraisal would be starting with the archival question
“What did the creators of these records use them for?” As Eastwood points out,
past use is a concrete, measurable thing which does not require us to make value
judgements about the importance of the contents of the record or its creators and
their functions. To put it over-simply, a record that was widely used must have had
value, no matter how mundane. What was valued by society in the past is very
likely to have significance for society in the future. The archivist using this method
of appraisal on the homestead records would first have to make some detailed
study of the manner in which the records were used by their creators, by the
claimants of homestead land, and by the general society of the time. In this case
the use was substantial; the archivist would know that the records had value to the
society in which they were created. We also know that they are heavily used today.
Those various uses would, by Eastwood’s argument give the homestead files an
archival as well as an informational value. Moreover, the archivist would not have
to judge whether the current uses were “worthy” ones. Archivists, like forensic
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scientists, are not in the business of telling people what they ought to try to prove
from the evidence they keep. Their role is to make the evidence available and as
clearly understandable as possible for whatever use society, present and future,
might have for it.

In 1981 Frank Burke stated that “American archivists have little or no claim to
the development of any archival theory.” In 1992 he saw archival studies as
merely “a part of the field of information studies™*'—still, it seems, without dis-
tinctive theory to guide its approach to that information. Commenting on Burke
and others who could not recognize a distinct archival scholarship, Terry Cook
wrote in 1984:

These archivists do not get behind the procedures, methods and technologies
of archival work to probe its deeper meaning, which is the study of records
and their relationship to society at large. Historians will not do this, they are
interested in the factual content and interpretation of records, not in the actual
nature of the records themselves. But archivists can undertake such study;
indeed it is the natural culmination of their work.*

It is this past failure to recognize that this separate mind-set was the result of a dis-
tinct and separate scholarly discipline that led some archivists to insist that
archivists are, and ought to remain, historians.** One of the reasons may be that
much of the founding activity in Canadian archives was devoted to acquiring tran-
scripts of documents the originals of which remained in Europe.* These were
important collections for the study of Canadian history, but their main purpose was
to make information available. Working with copies must have obscured the dis-
tinctness of the archival discipline: information took precedence over the other val-
ues of the document.*® Thus some of the earliest development of the archival pro-
fession in Canada took place under circumstances in which it must have been very
difficult to perceive a distinct archival scholarship. As a result, many Canadian
archivists still cling to the title of historian to maintain their status as scholars.

The distinct archival way of thinking also affects the way in which archivists con-
duct their research. We have always paid homage to the principles of provenance
and original order. In recent years, we have begun to appreciate how the study of
diplomatics can and must be applied to modern records.* The more work that is
done on these traditional archival subjects, the more it becomes obvious that there
is an ample body of knowledge here for a separate discipline.

The development of that discipline in Canada is well under way. In recent years
there has been what Tom Nesmith calls a “rediscovery of provenance” in Canada.*’
Both established archivists and the students of the new Masters of Archival Studies
programmes have been writing and undertaking research on specifically archival
subjects, as well as adapting ideas from other disciplines to the archival milieu. In
his new programme at the University of Manitoba, Nesmith takes the contextual
approach to the study of archives defined by Hugh Taylor, himself an important
contributor to the U.B.C. programme, as a starting point to reconcile archival and
historical studies. He uses it to expand on the idea of the archivist as historian of
the record which he first formulated in 1982. No one would argue with the notion
that archivists should study the history of the record, its provenance and context;
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nor would they deny that the study of administration is part of the history of the
record. However, Nesmith will have to be careful to ensure that the problems are
approached with the archival mind-set, avoiding the advocacy of the historian. As
Taylor wrote over twenty years ago,

The study in depth of a department’s records may perhaps be approached in
two ways: as a history of administration, in which the works are taken apart
and the entire operation analyzed in relation to its parts; and as administrative
history, in which the impacts on the politics, power struggles and the public at
large is considered. ... Both approaches are needed. The second is far more dif-
ficult; the first would be of greatest assistance to the archivist.¥

Nesmith suggests that the archivist should apply historical research methodologies
not “to the contents of the records but to the records themselves and to the eviden-
tial context which gave them birth.”* This study of the history of the record is
harder to pursue than it is to define. The difficulty arises not from the use of histor-
ical research methodologies, which are essential to both historians and archivists
doing historical work, but from historical interpretation of the results of research,
which is the raison d’étre of historical study but not of archival study. The histori-
an is the advocate of a specific interpretation; the archivist must not be. Such stud-
ies as Ruth May’s on the records of the Hudson’s Bay Company and Barbara L.
Craig’s on hospital record-keeping practices, provide the sort of history of admin-
istration that Taylor spoke of and that archival scholarship needs.®

The study of the history of administration is a challenge for archivists who wish
to pursue their studies from an archival point of view. How can one write history
unless it is from the perspective of the historian? The crux of the problem lies in
the fact that often what archivists and users of archives actually need is the raw
material of historical research, an assembly of data, rather than an analysis of the
wider meaning of that data. The minutiae of administrative structures and their
changes, while not very interesting in themselves, are essential to explaining why
any given series of records exists in the form we find it. An archivist working from
a historical perspective is bound to want to go on from the data collection to a
wider interpretation of the results in the light of some current historical theory. At
this point, interpretation may bias or restrict the data collected.”’ We need accurate
reporting rather than editorializing.>? Studies of that type will improve our under-
standing of the principle of provenance.

Recently the old debate over the role of history in archival thinking has taken a
new and fascinating turn. Brien Brothman has been examining archives in the light
of theories of intellectual history. His work has caused some controversy, which is
worth considering at length in relation to the archival mind-set. For example,
Brothman proposes applying historical methods to the study of the principle of
original order. His work on the nature of value and order in archival arrangement is
an example of both the advantages and the disadvantages of looking at archives
from the mind-set of a historian, in his case specifically that of an intellectual his-
torian. When he uses it as an outsider, looking in and studying the nature and
behaviour of archivists, it is a stimulating and controversial exercise. When he uses
it as an insider, looking at the nature of archives themselves, he encounters prob-
lems. One of these problems is a blurring of the lines between creator and creation.
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The structure, ordering, and arrangement of the records in a fonds is an intrinsic
part of the creation of that fonds. Brothman has recognized that the activities of
archivists, especially appraisal and acquisition, give them a great deal of power to
distort, select, and give artificial values to the archival records they control. The
archival records, however, remain the creation of someone else; the duty of the
archivist is to make clear the nature of that creator and his/her relation to the cre-
ation.

In his discussion of original order Brothman begins with the widely acknowl-
edged fact that archivists do not always respect original order as carefully as theory
would have them do. Then, because he blurs the distinction between the ordering
that true records creators do and the ordering that archivists do, he questions the
principle of respect for original order.™ Recognizing that the concept of the record
group was created by archivists as an administrative convenience, he dismisses all
kinds of archival grouping as artificial: “original order and provenance are not
coincident with any natural informational order, because there is nothing ‘natural’
or law-obeying about classification systems or file order.”™ Later in the paper he
equates documents with pieces of information.®® There may indeed be no natural
informational order for pieces of information; documents in context, however, are
much more than that. Because he does not use the archival mind-set, he does not
see that the original order in which documents come to the hands of the archivist is
natural, in that it is part of the intrinsic nature of the records themselves.

Brothman sees documents as pieces of information—which explains why he lets
himself slip into implying that they come to the archivist without any intrinsic
form or arrangement. If such were the case, archivists would indeed be forced to
create the form and the arrangement. On the other hand, if we see documents as
things, as products of activity with context, form, and arrangement set at the time
of their creation, the archivist’s role is not one of a creator but of a preserver and
transmitter. While personal biases may still come out in acts of appraisal, selection.
and description, when the archivist is preserving something that already exists,
there is some hope of keeping the biases in check. When the archivist is “creating™
the archives, that is impossible.

The study of modern textual criticism has led Brothman to realize that archivists
select, appraise, and arrange records according to various biases and social habits
inherent in the archivists themselves. The awareness of this fact and the elabora-
tion of its consequences are what makes Brothman’s work stimulating. He pro-
vides, according to Luciana Duranti, “a fresh view of the archival world [and]... an
important contribution to our scholarly literature.”

This inherent bias in all human activity is one of the reasons why a distinct
archival mind-set is so important—because it aids the archivist in attaining a cer-
tain degree of detached objectivity. The question “What is this document about?”
is, of its very essence, subjective and demands a subjective answer. The question
“What is this document?” is objective and allows for an objective answer, however
imperfect human objectivity may be.

Terry Eastwood’s reply to Brothman’s essay on value and order is very critical of
the way in which Brothman and the other historians/archivists apply the ideas of
intellectual history to the study of archives.”” Eastwood sees archivists as “students
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of the originary nature of archives,”*® in other words, what documents actually are
and how they are created. He objects to Brothman going beyond this study;
archivists, he suggests, “properly leave questions of the meaning of the intelligence
or information communicated by the archival document to posterity to investi-
gate.”” Working from an archival mind-set, Eastwood recognizes that Brothman’s
ideas are useful when applied to the archivist’s efforts “to explain the character and
make-up of the particular archives in question in terms which preserve it as the
foundation of interpretation of the actions from which it arose.”® So long as
Brothman limits himself to using intellectual history to explain how archivists and
the creators of archives think, he is on firm ground. It is when he moves on to
“speak as if it were [archivists’] task to intervene in this process [of record-keep-
ing] in order to turn it to some other account”® that Eastwood objects. Thinking as
the archival forensic scientist, Eastwood sees archivists as studying archives and
their creation in order to better preserve them and the evidence they provide.
Brothman sees archivists as taking an active part in interpreting and manipulating
the archives in their control and, as a historian/advocate, cannot resist suggesting
that this intervention is not only intentional but somehow appropriate.

If students in the Masters programmes acquire and understand the archival mind-
set early in their careers, as many seem to have done, it will be easier for them to
do the sort of archival research that is needed to give the discipline a broad base of
literature with which future archivists can feel comfortable. Indeed, since neither
the practicum nor the thesis are to be compulsory at UBC in future,? it will be
even more important to instill this distinct mind-set in the future generation of
archivists. If we do not, there is a danger that we will all slip back into our old role
as handmaidens of historians. They may be a different type of historian, sharing
Brothman’s interest in the nature and evolution of archives, but they will still be
historians. To avoid this danger we must continue to develop a distinct archival
scholarship dealing with both theory and practice.

The final area in which the distinct archival mind-set should operate is in the for-
mation of our self-image. At present, when we argue that archivists are a scholarly
profession, when we talk of archival scholarship, the majority of working
archivists, who either do not publish at all or publish only rarely, feel that they are
somehow being moved to a subordinate status. They begin to feel uncomfortable
and refuse to consider the idea. This condition, which is well described for library
science in Mary Sue Stephenson’s recent article,* arises because we have too long
used academic historians as our professional models and seen ourselves in their
image. We should instead be using as a model one of the practical scholarly pro-
fessions such as medicine, engineering, or, particularly, law. The legal profession
has a strong sense of itself, understands the intellectual and scholarly component of
its work, and yet does not rank its practitioners below its scholars. It recognizes the
fact that a practical profession can afford to spend only a minority of its collective
time on scholarly pursuits.

All lawyers who are proficient at their jobs must keep up with the professional
literature in their subject. Many practicing lawyers never publish, and yet rise to
the heights of their profession. If we take elevation to the judiciary as a recognition
of professional worth in a lawyer, we will see that, especially in the English-




THE ARCHIVIST AS FORENSIC SCIENTIST - SEEING OURSELVES IN A DIFFERENT WAY 151

speaking tradition in Canada, the practitioners reach that height far more often than
do the scholars. While there are disagreements and differences, neither side feels
threatened by the success of the other.

Archivists have even less need to feel jealous or threatened. We are a small pro-
fession; very few of us can choose to pursue exclusively one kind of professional
activity. What is most important for us to realize is that we are a separate, distinct,
and worthy profession, not subservient to any other. More similar to each other
than to any outside group, we have a definable mind-set that we do not share with
any other profession. Not until we begin to recognize and encourage this distinct-
ness among ourselves, will we be able to convince outsiders of our value and of
our right to recognition as a separate and respected profession.
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