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The Place of Theory in Archival Practice

PREBEN MORTENSEN

RÉSUMÉ Dans cet essai, je discute de la place judicieuse de la théorie parmi les acti-
vités des archivistes. Ma position s’articule entre deux points de vue apparemment
opposés : d’une part, la négation de l’importance de la théorie dans l’étude et la pra-
tique des archivistes et, de l’autre, l’affirmation que la théorie est, et devrait être, au
cœur des préoccupations des archivistes et selon laquelle l’archivistique peut être
scientifique. Bien que je conçoive que la théorie archivistique soit importante, en soi
inévitable, je critique la notion d’une science de l’archivistique. Les tenants de la
science archivistique et ceux qui s’opposent à une place importante pour la théorie
partagent (largement) une même conception positiviste de la science. Ainsi, je propose
ma critique de la science archivistique par un recours à la philosophie de la science. Au
cours des vingt dernières années, philosophes et historiens de la science ont discrédité
la notion positiviste de science selon laquelle elle transcenderait les contextes his-
toriques, sociaux, culturels et politiques. Un point de vue plus « nuancé » a remplacé
cette conception positiviste de la science. Ce mouvement permet l’apparition de nou-
velles formes de théories archivistiques. La dernière partie de l’article fait quelques
suggestions quant à l’allure que peut prendre cette forme de théorie.

ABSTRACT In this essay I discuss the proper place of theory among the activities of
archivists. I argue for a position between two apparent opposites: on the one hand, a
position that denies that there is or should be any significant place for theory in the
study and practice of archivists, and on the other, the claim that theory is, and ought to
be, of central concern to archivists, and that archival theory can be scientific. While I
agree that archival theory is important, indeed unavoidable, I criticize the notion of an
archival science. The advocates of archival science and those who deny any significant
place for theory share a (largely) positivist conception of science. I therefore advance
my criticism of archival science through an excursus into the philosophy of science. In
the last twenty to thirty years philosophers and historians of science have discredited
the positivist idea of science, according to which science is beyond and above histori-
cal, social, cultural, and political contexts. A “softer” view of science has replaced the
positivist notion of science. When the positivist conception of science is abandoned,
new forms of archival theory emerge. The last section provides some suggestions about
how this form of theory may look.

Introduction

Recent discussions about archival theory have marked out two opposed posi-
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tions on the question of the place of theory in archival studies and in archival
practice. One position denies that there is (or should be) any significant role
for theory in the practice or study of archives. Archival work, in this view, is a
practical matter, and best left as such. Archivists have no need for theory. The
anti-theoretical view has been argued most strongly by John W. Roberts, but it
is no doubt a view shared to varying degrees by many archivists.1

Contrary to this, others hold that there is such a thing as archival theory and
that it has, or can have, the character of a science: archival science. Luciana
Duranti defines archival science as “the body of knowledge about the nature
and characteristics of archives and archival work systematically organized into
theory, methodology, and practice.”2 According to Terry Eastwood, a major
purpose of archival theory – and of the methodology and practice that may
stem from this theory – is to “treat archives in consonance with their nature.”3

An important goal of archival theory is therefore to clarify the nature of
archives and to determine what flows from the nature of archives.

Archival science, according to Duranti, has a foundational character for
practical, theoretical, and historical endeavours relating to archives.4 This
view assumes that archives have a distinct nature and that this nature can be
found in varying degrees throughout the entire history of archives. Archives
thus have a specific essence, and they have a history which shows certain uni-
versally valid features, features that can be found in all or almost all human
cultures.5 The scientific approach is meant to articulate those universal princi-
ples that go beyond any particular historical, legal, or cultural context. The
Dutch manual of 1898 can thus be considered the first attempt at a “scientific
archival treatise” because, as Duranti asserts, it represents “the first real effort
to articulate systematically the concepts and methods that find their validity in
archival theoretical ideas with internal logic and consistency, rather than in
their historical, legal, or cultural context.” To become properly scientific,
“archival science had to seek its purpose or focus within its own horizon rather
than outside, and operate as a self-referential system, fully autonomous from
the influences of political, juridical, or cultural conceptions.” When this is
achieved, universal validity can be obtained. The “universal applicability” of
the Dutch manual, Duranti observes, “was clearly perceived by both contem-
porary and future archivists, as demonstrated by the translations that were
made for more than sixty years following its first edition.”6 Three features of
archival theory thus are critical in order for it to be considered scientific: uni-
versality, autonomy, and internal consistency and logic.

The purpose of this essay is to explore the possibilities of a middle ground
between these two positions. I argue that theory is indispensable, but that it
need not, indeed cannot rely on something entirely independent of a historical,
social, and political context. I make no particular claim to the originality of
this argument: similar aspirations characterize the work, for example, of Terry
Cook and Richard Brown.
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Since the notion of science plays an important part in discussions of archi-
val theory, we need to clarify this term and its relationship generally to archi-
val theory. Much of this essay is a demonstration that science (i.e., “hard
science”) does not itself exhibit the methodological rigour popularly associ-
ated with it, and is not beyond social, political, cultural, and historical influ-
ences. Science is restrained by time and place, just as any other human
activity. In order to bring some much needed clarification to this and other
concepts (such as “theory” and “paradigm”), I draw extensively on discus-
sions in the philosophy of science and in other disciplines. 

If archival studies are to be taken seriously as a discipline with a theoretical
or philosophical basis, they must offer something beyond solutions to prob-
lems of description, arrangement, preservation, and so on. Roy Schaeffer
points out that archival theory has to widen its scope, and contribute to inter-
pretations of social changes and the ways in which these changes affect com-
munication and the recording of information. According to Schaeffer, “It is ...
the role of graduate education to develop what may be termed ‘archival
thinking,’ an elaboration of an intellectual weltanschauung that covers all
aspects of the record and society.”7 Archival theory must address wider ques-
tions relating to the nature and purpose of recorded information in its various
forms. 

The conclusion that emerges from my argumentation is that there is a place
for theory in archival studies. Theory cannot be avoided, but is intimately con-
nected to archival practice. Theory need not, however, be understood as some-
thing that conforms to a particular model of scientific practice, a model that is,
in any case, erroneous. Theories are developed within archival practice and
must be understood as a product of this practice itself. They are developed as
solutions to specific problem situations or as deliberations on particular prac-
tices. To understand theories we must ask what a theory is a theory of or
about: that is, which features of a specific practice is the theory a reflection of
and to which problems is it offered as a solution. Theories may naturally reach
beyond the specific situations that gave rise to them, but the challenge for
those wishing to fully comprehend them is nevertheless to disclose the prac-
tices of which the theory was originally a part and from which it derived its
meaning. For those wishing to apply the theory in their professional work,
their task is to bear this in mind.

A Place for Theory?

The starting point for my discussion of archival theory is the position articu-
lated by John P. Roberts, that is, that archivists have no need for theory. If
Roberts is right, we need proceed no further. Yet, while his arguments are
insufficient to dismiss all attempts to formulate theoretical reflections about
archives, some of Roberts’ concerns are serious – and raise the question
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whether it is possible to develop an archival theory that addresses them. When
Roberts rejects theory, he has in mind a particular form of theory: a theory that
takes the natural sciences as a model, and assumes that the natural sciences are
characterized by specific methodological procedures and a strict set of rules
governing the activity. Fidelity to these methodological principles secures (in
this view) the validity of scientific research.

Roberts argues that archivists need only have knowledge of procedures and
technology, the ethics of the profession, the history relevant to their archives,
and of their records.8 The historical knowledge of their subject matter is par-
ticularly important, and it is an archivist’s ultimate raison d’être. According to
Roberts, “Archival theory does two things that are profoundly threatening to
clarity of thought: it overcomplicates that which is simple and it oversimpli-
fies that which is complicated.”9 Because of the practical nature of archival
work, theoretical reflections are unnecessary, or may be outright harmful.

I will return to this part of Roberts’ argumentation after briefly considering
a second reason for the rejection of theory. This second reason, offered by
Roberts, is that each archival institution is unique and has its own particular
concerns. He argues that “common themes in archives,” taking these as being
the stuff of theories, “are impossible because of the endless variability of sub-
ject matter.”10 Because of this uniqueness, the concerns or problems of an
archival institution cannot be addressed by general theory, only by specific
knowledge and experience.

The “uniqueness argument” fails to persuade: physicians, biologists, physi-
cists, and mathematicians deal with unique phenomena, but are nevertheless
able to explain these by application of general – or theoretical – knowledge.
Biologists, for example, acknowledge that all living entities are, from one
point of view, unique. In fact, variation is the basis for evolutionary change.
Though unique, each individual nevertheless belongs to a species, and a pat-
tern can be discerned behind the features and development of the different
species: evolution. This general theoretical framework (evolutionary theory)
also forms the background for explanation of physical and behavioural fea-
tures of individuals and the groups to which they belong. Similarly with phe-
nomena within the physical sciences, individual phenomena can be explained
and predicted with considerable accuracy, though the disciplines that provide
these explanations – notably physics and mathematics – are of a highly theo-
retical nature. 

There is, then, no contradiction between the generality or abstractness of a
branch of knowledge and its ability to deal with or be applicable to practical,
specific, and unique situations. Consequently, though each individual archives
may be unique, uniqueness is not a reason to rule out the possibility of theoret-
ical knowledge. Let us, therefore, return to Roberts’ first objection.

Roberts criticizes other aspects of current archival thinking, such as some of
the empirical studies conducted by various documentation strategists,11 but



The Place of Theory in Archival Practice 5

objects in particular to attempts to formulate a theory that “offers scientific
generalizations that are neither scientific nor generally applicable,” theory
which “embarks upon a search for all embracing systems and formulas.”
These types of theories “labour to impose scientific precision upon a field
where scientific precision is impossible.”12 It is, in other words, against the
possibility of developing an archival science and the claim that such a science
should be universally applicable that Roberts objects most strenuously. This
claim has, as mentioned above, been advanced by Duranti, though Roberts has
in mind Frank G. Burke, who understands theory as “the development of uni-
versal laws,” contending that, “if such laws are universal and immutable, they
must be applicable at all times.”13 Similarly, Jenkinson’s writings have a dis-
tinctive imperial flavour, and from Ketelaar’s discussion of the Dutch manual,
it appears that the manual had the role for a long time as a strict guideline for
archives in Holland.14

Roberts, Duranti, and Eastwood agree that a requirement of theory, espe-
cially scientific theory, is the presence of a common nature or essence.
Archives, according to Roberts, have no essence, but are unique.15 Theory,
understood as universal rules, is therefore not possible in his view. Accord-
ingly, Roberts objects to the idea that archivists can rise above their social and
intellectual environment, and obtain a sort of intellectual purity, a purity which
for Duranti is essential for archival science. According to Roberts, “Every
archivist, every historian, every asparagus farmer, is trapped by a social and
intellectual milieu ... Archivists are not so much more resourceful than the rest
of society that they can develop broad theories to free them from their
biases.”16 

One might grant, however, that the claims of archival science and the
assumption of universality are a misapplication of theories, without believing
that all theory is thereby to be abandoned. It might be possible to develop a
more flexible theory, one that does not claim to be applicable to all archives
and does not claim that all archives share a common nature or essence, but is
sensitive to the variations in context and circumstances. This is, in fact, the
thrust of the argument in this article. Recent developments in many areas of
inquiry (history, philosophy, sociology, anthropology) are leading to the cre-
ation of theories that are of a more modest, localized nature. Though Roberts
believes that he rejects theory as such, he in fact rejects only those theories
that are essentialist and universalist.

What I call essentialism has a long and complex history in Western thought.
The idea behind essentialism is that there is a distinctive, permanent feature
that makes things what they are. Archives, diseases, biological species, works
of art, human beings, and so on can then all be defined by giving the necessary
and sufficient conditions that make them what they are. Essentialism dates
back at least to Parmeneides (around the sixth century B.C.) and Plato. It
expresses the desire to find a stable core that remains the same beyond or
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behind the fluctuating appearances that surround us. In the absence of a stable
core or substance, essentialists assume, we can have no true knowledge of the
world, since true knowledge must remain fixed. An early manifestation of
essentialism is Plato’s theory of forms, expressed in the notion that there is “in
each case a single form for each set of particular things, to which we apply the
same name.”17 In spite of all the different appearances of things, and in spite
of continual change, the essence or substance of a form remains unchanged.
Following this line of thought, archives, for example, may have changed
throughout history but their essential features have remained the same.
Because of this essential sameness, general, theoretical rules, applicable in all
situations may be formulated.

Essentialism has been the target of attack in philosophy, biology, literary
theory, history, medicine, and other areas. A very brief summary of this criti-
cism must suffice here. The philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951)
has been a major source of inspiration for criticism of essentialism in philoso-
phy.18 Briefly, and expressed in lay persons’ terms, one can say that the major
point of Wittgenstein’s philosophy is to show that philosophical problems are
not solved by metaphysical assumptions about essences, but by examining
how we use concepts within the practical circumstances of our lives. In partic-
ular, the meaning of words and concepts are not, as in the Platonic tradition,
secured by the shared forms of things to which we apply the same name, but
are a matter of the ways in which we use concepts in practice. In short, our use
of words and concepts is based in conventions or social customs; this, in turn,
defines their meaning.

It is because Roberts, understanding theory from the essentialist standpoint,
is so distinctly pessimistic not only about present theory but about the possi-
bility of future theory that he sees it as useless. For this reason he rejects pro-
posals that archivists branch out, so to speak, and incorporate research from
other areas, and examine, for example, the social reasons for record creation
or the place of archives in society.19

For Roberts, as well as for other participants in the debate (for example
Burke, Eastwood, and Duranti), the prime example of theory is to be found in
the natural sciences. Yet, for Roberts, because there is nothing in archival the-
ory comparable to that within the “hard sciences,” where “theory is the well-
spring,” archival theory is, according to Roberts, an absurdity.20 Roberts sees
the imposition of theory (understood as whatever is thought to characterize
natural science) as an introduction of a foreign element which excludes the
understanding of historical change as an intellectual factor. 

But what exactly does characterize the natural sciences and can we find
methodological principles there that may serve as a guideline for other areas?
Discussions in philosophy of science and other areas throughout much of the
twentieth century have focused on these questions. To clarify this issue as it
relates to archival theory, I must, therefore, briefly examine these questions.
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Scientific Theory and Methodology: Positivism 

In most of the twentieth century the prime example of theory has been scien-
tific theory, the theory characteristic of the natural sciences. In discussions of
archival theories the attempt to develop what is termed an archival science
alludes as well to this notion of theory. This is evident in the very choice of the
term science and in the characterization of archival science as universally
applicable, fully autonomous, and based on the nature of archives – a nature
which is understood as little changed throughout its history, at least in its
essential features. The notion of science is, therefore, critical for the under-
standing of the notion of theory. To examine the notion of theory as it relates
to archives we need, therefore, a brief exploration of the nature of science and
scientific theory.

Inspired by positivism, philosophers and scientists tried in the first half of
the twentieth century to uncover principles for a scientific method that they
thought all areas of inquiry should, or did in fact follow, if it was to be consid-
ered scientific.

The term positivism was initially coined by the French philosopher
Auguste Comte (1798–1857). Comte’s main idea was that knowledge was
limited to that which could be established by experience, that is, which could
be positively established. Knowledge was gained by description and method-
ological organization of facts provided by experience. In particular, Comte
insisted that religious, metaphysical, or philosophical assumptions could not
be part of any explanation of natural or social phenomena. Natural and social
phenomena should be explained without reference to anything beyond them-
selves. Positivism developed and changed in the course of its lifetime, but
some of the traits expressed by Comte and others, for example, John Stuart
Mill (1806–1873), were shared by later positivists. Of these the following are
significant: 

• Science is, and ought to be, independent of morality, politics, or religion, or
any other forms of discourse that do not rely directly on observation. 

• Explanation and organization of experienced facts can be carried out with-
out any reference to God, metaphysics, or values of any kind. 

• Our senses provide us with direct access to the positive facts about the
world, and through logical deductions we may draw inferences from the
acquired information. 

That is, there are such things as scientific facts and there is a scientific
method to obtain knowledge about these facts. As a goal, all areas of inquiry
should follow this model. Scientific explanations are superior to all other
forms of explanations. In fact, explanations that do not conform to the meth-
odological principles assumed to be characteristic of the sciences (in particu-
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lar mathematics and physics) are not really explanations at all, but pseudo-
explanations. Pseudo-explanations may serve moral, psychological, political,
religious, or other purposes, but they are not scientific. They may not be com-
pletely false, but cognitively they are empty.

Carl Hempel’s deductive-nomological method of explanation is a well-
known positivist instance of an attempt to formulate such general methodolog-
ical principles.21 Following the deductive-nomological model, an explanation
derives an understanding of a specific phenomenon from general laws and
information about the specific circumstances of the case at hand. An individ-
ual phenomenon is explained by being subsumed under a general law.
Hempel’s explanation took the form of a deduction. Hempel, and other posi-
tivists, sought to extend the principles they thought characterized natural sci-
ence to, for example, historical explanations. The result was something with
remarkably slight resemblance to historiography as commonly understood and
practised. In general, historical explanations did not have much of a role in the
heyday of positivism.22

These reflections on positivism are directly relevant to the debate about
archival theory. In Eastwood’s contributions to the development of appraisal
theory, he seeks to develop a theory of appraisal that is in agreement with a
general theoretical understanding of the nature of archives and which has the
nature of what he considers archival science. In doing this, he relies on a con-
ception of theory which contains echoes of Hempel. Consider the following:

The difficulty of seeing clearly just what theory is becomes more difficult when we see
that the method of contemplation may be deductive or inductive ... Using deduction,
one generalizes, and then examines whether generalization holds in particular
instances. Using induction, one examines a case to infer some general statement, and
then examines other cases to confirm the statement ... Both methods rest on observa-
tion to build generalization in the interest of understanding the nature of the thing.

The generalizations themselves cannot be observed directly, but are products
of thought. If the products of these thoughts are sufficiently systematic, they
can be considered theory. Because the distinction “between establishing the
facts of the matter and interpreting or drawing conclusions from them” is the
basis for all “rational endeavour,” theories can be developed relatively inde-
pendent of values or of interpretations.23 It is worth observing that Eastwood
refers to theorists who are generally considered to be within the positivist
tradition, for example, John Stuart Mill’s father, James Mill (1773–1836),
and A.J. Ayer, one of the leading logical positivists of this century.24

In order to gain a clearer picture of the notions of science and theory we
need, however, to look more closely at some of the criticisms of positivism,
and the alternatives suggested, since they may provide guidelines for the
development of archival theory. 
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Alternatives to Positivism

Criticism of positivism focussed on several of its aspects, but two areas were
of central importance:

• the distinction between theory and observation (a distinction crucial to
understanding the notion of “theory”);

• the confrontation of the positivist account of science with the history of sci-
ence and with actual scientific practice in general. 

In philosophy of science in this century, theory has often been defined in
contrast to observation. This was particularly the case in positivist and neo-
positivist conceptions of science, which held that expressions in science were
either observational or theoretical. Observational sentences were reports of
simple observations, for example as in a laboratory: “the pointer is now at
five,” “the liquid turned yellow,” “the chick pecked at the white bead,” or “the
chick did not peck at the red bead.”25 A sharp distinction between theory and
observation has, however, turned out to be untenable. In many cases it is not
possible to separate that which is to be observed from associated theoretical
terms and assumptions.

Influenced in particular by the philosophy of Ludwig Wittgenstein, the
American philosopher Norwood Russell Hanson (1924–1967) examined the
notions of theory and observation in his Patterns of Discovery.26 Observation
is often supposed to be the final arbiter of contentious questions. When ave-
nues of appeal have been exhausted, we appeal to the evidence of the senses.
Presumably we will at least all see the same thing. But did, for instance, Gali-
leo see “the same thing” as his Ptolemaic opponents? Did Kepler see what
Tycho saw when looking at the sky at dawn? We are inclined to say that, natu-
rally, they did, since their retinas and their brains were affected in the same
manner. But to see something is not just a physical state. It is an experience,
involving expectations, assumptions, and knowledge. As Hanson put it, “peo-
ple, not their eyes, see.”27 

Hanson argued that it will not solve the problem to say that they saw “the
same” and merely interpreted what they saw differently. To make his point he
introduces the kind of illustrations known from textbooks in psychology: a
drawing which some will spontaneously see as a drawing of an old woman
with her face turned halfway towards us, others as a young woman with her
face turned away (Fig. 1), and figures similar to the famous duck-rabbit: a fig-
ure that can be seen as either a duck or a rabbit, but not as both at the same
time (Fig. 2). The point is, that when we see these things we do not go through
a two-step process of first seeing, and, second, interpreting that which is seen.
We simply see them as either one thing or the other, and we cannot see them
as both at one time. 
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To see “is to have knowledge of certain sorts.”28 To see is therefore to “see
that” or to “see as,” and not merely “to see.” Observation is dependent on our
expectations and on the context in which we observe things.

Hanson observed that the use of the simple observational statements sug-
gested by the positivists is extremely rare in science, and is mostly used when
the experimenter is in a situation where she is very uncertain about what to
expect. Furthermore, as Newton-Smith points out, “electrons” and other enti-
ties which form the core of contemporary science are not open to immediate
perceptual observation. Their observation require the use of sophisticated
equipment and they presuppose that one has learnt a good deal of scientific
theory.29 In many instances there is no seeing of the relevant kind without the
mastery of training and theory. Consequently, the observed phenomena cannot
be separated from theory, expectations, assumptions, and knowledge, that is,
from the observer. But Hanson also noted that physicists do not form theories
in the manner suggested by the positivists. Recent sociological investigations
of scientific practice show that scientists reason in a manner that is highly
practical, informal and, ad hoc, and that they seldom rely on attempts to fol-
low specific patterns. The procedure is similar to that of a practitioner of a
game who develops a sense of what is possible, what can and ought to be
done, and what will work in a given situation (judging the curve of a ball, the
best approach in a given situation, and so on).30

A recent example of the complexity of determining methodological princi-
ples and the distinction between observation and theory is offered by Steven

Figure One Some will see this image as a drawing of an old woman, some as of a
young woman.
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Rose’s discussion of his research in neurology. Rose emphasizes that science
cannot be judged solely as a product but must be understood as a process (that
is, practice). The results of the process are intrinsically linked to the circum-
stances of their creation:

Each act we make within our laboratories is dependent for its meaning on the cultural
and ideological assumptions of the world which surrounds the lab, just as the lab could
not exist without the technological underpinnings of machinery, chemicals, power and
money which are omitted from the conventional accounts of science. And no act we
make within the lab is a mere passive contemplation of nature; the products of our
work themselves generate new technologies just as certainly as they generate new
understanding. Laboratories have become the ideological and technological power-
houses of modern society.31

For Rose, who works in neurology and biochemistry, the procedure for
designing experiments that will shed light on the area under examination is
complicated. Rose investigates chemical changes in the brain resulting from
processes of learning and memory. The first task is to develop a theoretical
model of the sorts of changes or patterns one might expect and, secondly, to
devise experiments that might establish that these changes do in fact take
place. But how can one establish that something has been remembered or
learned? From a behavioural point of view this is often straightforward: a task
that could not be carried out yesterday is mastered today without difficulty, or
something can be recalled. But even if one does observe that a process of
learning has taken place and, at the same time, some changes in the brain are
detectable, how does one show (rather than just assume) that the two processes
are related? According to Rose, 

Measuring the shape, number and size of cells in the brain ... is, even today, with highly

Figure Two Duck or rabbit?
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sophisticated image analysis and computing systems, time-consuming, and, if one isn’t
careful, fraught with the danger of misinterpretation. How many of the hundreds of
thousands of cells in each tiny brain region must one study to get a representative pic-
ture? How can one be sure that what is being seen and counted is “really” present in the
living brain rather than an artefact, an artificial pattern generated by the techniques
required to fix, slice and strain the brain tissue to make it visible? How can one scale up
from what can be counted in a two-dimensional section to the three dimensions of liv-
ing tissue?32

What comes to constitute scientific fact or knowledge is, in other words, not a
product of immediate observation but emerges as a result of a complicated
process. The object of knowledge is determined by the prospect of success.
The experimenter decides to perform experiments on the basis of an estimate
of what is likely to succeed and of what he or she is likely to be able to obtain
funding for. Scientific research is costly, and things that seem improbable will
not be examined.33 The practical limitations on the design of the experiment
limit the knowledge which may be gained. Even at this point the result has to
be interpreted, a process which, as Rose demonstrates, has many pitfalls. In
the history of science there is no shortage of extravagant interpretations that
were not supported by the available evidence, but were carried forward by
wishful thinking and philosophical assumptions that were not clarified. The
jump from a specific instance in the laboratory to general assumptions about
memory must be taken with considerable care.34

Paradigms

Thomas Kuhn suggested a possible alternative to the positivist understanding
of scientific practice. His alternative to positivism, as expressed in The Struc-
ture of Scientific Revolutions (first published in 1962), emerged largely as a
result of his research into the history of science. This research made him ques-
tion central positivist suppositions about the nature of the scientific enterprise.
His work is also worth dwelling on because it is primarily to it that we owe the
prominence of the term “paradigm,” a term freely, if not always accurately,
used in discussions of archival theory as well.35

Most scientific work takes place within what Kuhn terms “normal science.”
Normal science develops when a body of research for a time is sufficiently
impressive to set the agenda for further research and define the limits within
which this research is carried out. For more than two centuries, for example,
Newton’s mechanical physics dominated the discipline and seemed to provide
a theoretical framework for explanation of all kinds of movement. When New-
ton’s Philosophiœ Naturales Principia Mathematica was published in 1687, it
represented not just a good explanation of phenomena requiring explanation,
but became a model for what an explanation is and a model for every other
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field of inquiry. With this work, Newton gave causal explanation a new mean-
ing. Causal explanation became synonymous with mechanical explanation. In
nature, in society, in individual human beings, mechanical explanations were
henceforth sought.36

In periods of normal science, that is, when a particular view of science (a
paradigm) prevails, testing and research do not happen as the positivists
assumed, but rather have the character of puzzle solving. In this situation, the
underlying, general theory is not questioned, but phenomena are sought and
subsumed within what is acceptable to the overall theory. When something
appears that seems inexplicable under the paradigmatic theory, this is not a
cause for rejection of the theory. (Newton’s theory of gravitation was not dis-
credited because the movements of the planets did not conform to the course
that they were predicted to follow on the basis of this theory.) Instead, in cir-
cumstances such as these, other possibilities are examined. Error may have
crept in, some auxiliary phenomenon (for example the existence of an
unknown planet) may not have been observed, and so on. Additional hypothe-
ses are suggested in an effort to preserve the paradigm as a whole.37

Paradigms also determine the kinds of questions that can be legitimately
asked. A paradigm serves to concentrate research into areas where results are
likely to fit within the paradigm. Currently, for example, genetic explanations
of behaviour, misbehaviour, and diseases have a dominant position in biology
and medicine. This means that scientists in medicine search for genetic expla-
nations rather than for, say, psychological or social explanations. The para-
digm determines what counts as a problem, and from a practical standpoint
decides what it is possible to obtain funding for.

Even when new approaches gain influence, this new pattern finds practical
and institutional expression first and foremost before the paradigm changes: a
new area of inquiry, a new subdiscipline, or maybe what is merely a new
approach to an area of inquiry is given a name and a group of people becomes
identified with it. The typical pattern in science is the formation of a society or
organization and the creation of a journal that expresses the interests and the
views of the organization or society.38

When Roberts, therefore, criticizes the aspirations of archival theory for
tending to “institutionalize the prejudices and fashions of the moment” and
attempting to raise archivists above (in the words of Frank Burke) “their own
social and intellectual environment,”39 he is in fact in agreement with much
contemporary philosophy, sociology, and history.40 Scientific work is indeed
not immune to the social, political, historical, and intellectual contexts in
which it is carried out.

But Roberts fails to appreciate the substantial work that has been under-
taken to find a standpoint which does not have universalist and essentialist
aspirations but nevertheless does not mean the rejection of all theory. Theory
does not necessarily entail rising above the rough and tumble of one’s contem-
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porary world. Along these lines, Hilary Putnam, probably the foremost con-
temporary philosopher of science, has concluded that there is “no such thing
as the scientific method. Case studies of particular theories in physics, biol-
ogy, etc., have convinced me that no one paradigm can fit all of the various
inquiries that go under the name of ‘science’.”41 Putnam does not draw any
relativistic conclusions from this.42 Though we have no foundations (in the
philosophical sense of something beyond existing human practices and experi-
ences) for scientific or ethical assumptions, we have criteria of reasonable-
ness. Their internal criteria are open-ended and developing, though not as
open-ended as relativists want us to believe. Putnam’s assumption is that, as a
matter of fact, there is much more general agreement about principles than is
assumed by the relativist, both in science and in ethics. In science and in ethics
some things are not open for discussion. We do not face each other on oppo-
site sides of an abyss of incomprehension.

The conclusion we can draw so far, then, is that theory is possible without
the pitfalls feared by Roberts as an inevitable companion of theoretical efforts.
There is a place for archival theory; in other words, archival theory is possible.
But is it necessary? In the next section, I address this question.

Theory and Practice

The rejection of theory is supported by the assumption that theory and practice
are separate entities and that, generally speaking, a practice is and can be car-
ried out without any theory. Understood in this way, theory truly has no rele-
vance for practice. Contrary to this position, I wish to argue that, though a
practice can be carried out without any conscious theory supporting it, any
practice will nevertheless rely on assumptions that can be elucidated theoreti-
cally. Moreover, theory is not only an explanation of practice, which then has
no further influence on that practice. Once developed, the theoretical point of
view influences, as previously explained, the approach to practice. The con-
nection does not go exclusively from practice to theory, but also from theory
to practice, though not solely as a set of abstractly developed principles which
are then applied to practice. As Roberts points out, archivists are unable to
transcend their own social and intellectual environment, and develop some
“pure” theoretical standpoint. It is, however, possible to develop a reflective
point of view which does not aim at transcendence, universality, or essential-
ism, but which nevertheless deserves the name of theory. Many of the theories
referred to in the previous section (those of Hanson, Putnam, Kuhn, and Rose)
exemplify such a stance.

Theoretical reflections about a discipline or an established practice typi-
cally arise when the practice or the discipline has reached a point in its devel-
opment when it can no longer be continued exclusively on the basis of the
already established or traditional practices. The legitimacy of a particular
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practice may be questioned by someone outside that practice, or people
engaged in the practice may encounter problems for which there are no longer
straightforward practical solutions. Ethical concerns may raise a conflict with
what is “expected” of the archivist. Conflicts or problems (anomalies) for
which the traditional practice does not provide guidelines may arise. They call
for reflection, perhaps for a renewal of practice. Theoretical reflections there-
fore grow out of the development of practice.

In this view of the relationship between theory and practice there is no
choice between being either exclusively theoretical or, on the other hand, prac-
tical to the exclusion of theory. As already explained, a practice relies on a
shared understanding of its object, the nature of its task, the goals to be
achieved, available options, and which, if any, of the available options are per-
missible from an ethical, legal, or customary point of view. In this sense a
practice is theoretical or has theoretical presuppositions, though the theory
may not be articulated.

A practice can be carried out without the clear articulation of a theory, sim-
ply through the mastery of techniques or procedures. Not all activity is of an
intellectual kind or requires intellectual activity. As Gilbert Ryle pointed out,
there is also “knowing how.”43 Though practice relies on theory or a broad
understanding of the world (Trevor Livelton suggests the term “world view”),
this understanding may not be articulated or elaborated as a theory. As Livel-
ton says, “practice does not always employ developed and articulated concep-
tual knowledge,” but theory or ideas nevertheless “always and inevitably
underlie archival practice, whether archivists are aware of them or not.”44

Michael A. Lutzker, Richard Brown, and others have, for instance, pointed
out that archival theory and practice relies heavily on Max Weber’s under-
standing of bureaucracy.45 Weber’s conception of bureaucratic structures has
become part of the theoretical baggage of the professional archivist, at least
those who work in large bureaucratic structures. As Brown points out, this
application of Weber effectively constitutes an archival ideology.46 Notably,
this is not surprising: modern archival theory, from the Dutch manual to Jen-
kinson and Schellenberg, developed largely as a response to problems of man-
aging the massive number of records generated by the very bureaucratic
structures studied by Weber.47 It is clear, then, as this example illustrates, that
political, social, and economic change can influence archival theory and prac-
tice. In fact, in a discussion of archives in South Africa, Verne Harris suggests
that profound political changes, such as those resulting from the dissolution of
the apartheid policy in South Africa, can alter “the very identity of archives.”48

When a practice can be carried on without any or with only minor problems
there is little incentive to engage in extended theoretical reflections. Theory
typically emerges or expands when a practice bumps up against a changed
reality.49 A development or set of developments occurs which can no longer
be accommodated within the prevailing practice and the methodologies devel-
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oped within this practice. It is then necessary to bring to light and examine the
assumptions guiding a particular practice in order either to extend it to cover
the new set of circumstances or change it more radically. Jenkinson, for exam-
ple, left most decisions about the appraisal and selection of records to the cre-
ators of the records. It was not for the archivist to make these decisions since
they had no firm foundation for making such decisions. Furthermore, the his-
torical records in archives would be made more accurate if there was as little
interference as possible from the archivist. An archivist’s primary task was
then the care of the records in his or her custody. This may have been a tenable
position in the early parts of the twentieth century, but particularly after 1945
the bulk of the records waiting to be brought under physical and intellectual
control by archivists overwhelmed the system. Archivists were required to
enter the realm of appraisal, and Schellenberg did so. When it was conceded
that archivists, if only from necessity, were now required to make appraisal
decisions, a new problem arose: which principles should guide these deci-
sions? Schellenberg suggested a number of principles that could serve as
guidelines for selection and appraisal, but these principles naturally then
became a subject of contention. The development of documentation strategies
in Canada, Germany, the United States, and elsewhere flowed from this issue.
Currently the discussion of post-custodialism is in part a reaction to the devel-
opment and growing use of electronic records in businesses and in govern-
ments – again a change in social practice which requires a theoretical
response.50

Similarly, diplomatics studies documentary practices because some of the
documentary forms have changed over time and are no longer familiar to us. If
they remained invariably the same, this would hardly be necessary. It is when
things can no longer be understood and managed as “business as usual” that
we call upon theory. In turn, the theoretical developments become part of a
renewed practice and eventually become business as usual or “common
sense.”

A practice, then, relies, if not directly on a theory, at least on some broadly
perceived Weltanschauung. This Weltanschauung is present as the shared atti-
tudes and assumptions of a society, an institution, or a profession. It is an
understanding passed on from generation to generation and considered practi-
cal or common sense, but which may nevertheless, as Pierre Bourdieu writes,
“instill a whole cosmology.”51 In this sense, Roberts’ emphasis on historio-
graphical understanding can itself be considered a theoretical standpoint, even
though it may not be articulated as such: it is accepted as a matter of tradition
or because it is part of the prevailing practice of archivists – an attitude
acquired in the course of practical training. The task of the theoretician, on the
other hand, is, as much as possible, to try to bring these largely submerged
assumptions to the surface, to speak that which is unspoken. Through this
process we become aware of how expectations, tacit assumptions, tradition,
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ideology, and simple inertia (all shaped by our social and historical situation)
play a large role in our interaction with the world around us. 

Theory is a self-conscious reflection on a particular practice in order to
bring to light the presuppositions unconsciously assumed in that practice. This
view differs from the view suggested most prominently by Luciana Duranti. In
her essay, “The Records: Where Archival Universality Resides,” she argues
that the definition of record developed in archival theory is universally valid
and divorced from “cultural biases.”52 It is, as we saw, likewise the absence of
any influence from politics, law, and culture that made the Dutch manual the
first scientific archival treatise.

It is, above all, on this view of the possibility of a theory free from any
external influence, and therefore claiming universal validity, that the advo-
cates of an archival science rely, drawing on a positivist conception of science,
as described above. Like the positivistic view of science as liberated from
myth, metaphysics, and religion, and as based on direct and unbiased observa-
tion, archival science must similarly be freed from any external influence.
This science must develop “principles, concepts and methods valid for every
type of archival material in any time and place.”53 

 In the view advocated in this essay, theory arises primarily from practice,
and not from theory itself, not primarily from reflection on other theories, but
from reflection on ways of doing. Theory and practice cannot be separated,
but practices can, and often do develop relatively independently of any con-
scious theoretical input.

The choice, then, is not between either theory or practice, but between a
practice one engages in blindly, or a practice in which one engages in the real-
ization that the practice is constrained by factors that are not immediately
obvious, but which one hopes may at least become clearer.

A New Conception of Theory

Much theory and philosophy has aspired to find a point beyond the reach of
time and change, a fixed point from which we can view and evaluate past and
present without clouding our judgements by biases known and unknown. This
aspiration has driven many philosophers and scientists and, as we have seen,
archival theorists. But attempts to find such an Archimedean point have not
been successful. It is now commonly assumed that we cannot lift ourselves up
to a point beyond history and society. We must accept something less than
pure objectivity. In most disciplines, including the “hard” sciences, practitio-
ners have had to come to terms with this contextual and historical nature of
human endeavours, or, to use an expression from current literary theory and
philosophy, with the contingent basis for our practices and discourses.54

The realization of the contextual, social, and historical nature of being
human has characterized much intellectual endeavour in the last quarter of the
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twentieth century. We are all rooted in our time and place, and, in all our
undertakings, our particular time and place leaves its distinctive marks. We
may strain for understanding, and the marks yet remain hidden from view.
This is especially so for features whose origin stretches into a past partially
unknown or unconscious to us.

In the light of these developments, much of the debate about the place of
theory in archives is misguided. The rejection of any place for theory has been
shown to be unfounded. Some of the suspicion of theory was based on the
assumption that archival theory must take the form that was believed to be
characteristic of theory within the natural sciences. Recent examinations of
scientific practices (past and present) have shown, however, that the custom-
ary positivist image of science and scientists has little ground in the social,
historical, and practical reality of scientific research. The rigorous conception
of natural science, characteristic of positivism in the earlier parts of the twen-
tieth century, does not agree with actual scientific practice and with the history
of science. It is now widely agreed that there is no such thing as the scientific
method. Rejection of archival theory following this model is therefore well-
founded. But this should not be mistaken for a rejection of theory as such. The
criticism of positivism shows exactly that there are many other theoretical tra-
ditions to draw on. 

If science is thought of necessity to be independent of historical and other
contexts, an archival science is not possible. On the other hand, if there is
nothing very special about what is often called the scientific method (other
than certain forms of established practice), one is of course free to talk of a
scientific method, but it no longer carries the same weight. If, in other words,
being “scientific” means little more than being systematic and careful and fol-
lowing certain set procedures, any attempt to gain knowledge in a careful and
systematic manner, including for example, the careful and systematic work of
an anthropologist or a historian, may be characterized as scientific. But very
little is gained by this characterization. The notion of archival science has,
consequently, no special content. It does, however, have rhetorical appeal
since science, Rose, for one, points out, has a special cachet in our society.

The paradoxical result of post-positivist developments in the philosophy of
science has been the realization that there are indeed similarities between the
various forms of inquiry, but the similarities arise, so to speak, from the other
end of the spectrum. Hard science is more like history or anthropology or liter-
ary criticism or philosophy than we once thought, because all these areas can
be understood as forms of interpretation and constructions of representations.
None of them can make claim to strict objectivity, none of them represents a
method for unmediated and unprejudiced access to the world as it is in itself,
and none of them represents in isolation the full story about the object under
examination. The full story will in fact never be told, but it can nonetheless
serve as a guiding ideal in the unending, historically unfolding scientific enter-
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prise. It is in this “softer” image of what science or systematic inquiry
amounts to, that a place for archival theory should be found as well.

Theories, then, provide relatively general and abstract explanations of phe-
nomena, but they are not answers to everything. Evolutionary theory provides
a general explanation of the diversity of naturally occurring phenomena, of the
rise, decline, and fall of species. It rules out certain things (for example, that
the species now observable have been the same always, and that the number of
species is finite), and it provides guidelines for the types of explanations
sought by biologists. But it is only through the application of the general theo-
retical framework to the individual cases that explanations applicable to a
local phenomenon will be provided. Moreover, neither biological theory nor
those theories pertaining to the physical sciences may be the only type of
explanation for any observed phenomena. Each may explain certain aspects of
the phenomena, but these may be supplemented with other types of interpreta-
tions, for example, biochemical, psychological, sociological, or historical.
Even within one narrow, specific area more than one theory may explain the
phenomenon under observation equally well, depending on the purpose for
which an explanation is sought.

On the other hand, when Roberts refers satirically to the “nagging puzzle of
how to determine when a document is in such poor condition that it needs to
be enclosed in Mylar” he misses the boat.55 His implication is that the ques-
tions faced by archivists are so mundane that no theory is required. But theory
is not about these sorts of questions, and no one would expect profound theo-
retical answers to such questions. No archival theory can provide the answer
to Roberts’ “nagging puzzle” since it is not a theoretical question. It would,
however, be an interesting theoretical question to ask why there are societies
that attach such importance to written documents that they will go to great
length to preserve them. For the archivist it is a given that some documents
must be preserved. When faced with limited resources the archivist cannot
give all of them the optimum treatment. When considerations about what to
preserve go beyond determining the physical condition of the document (or
whatever) they may have theoretical underpinnings. 

It also follows from these considerations that, although a distinction between
theory and practice can be drawn, it is not as clear-cut as Roberts (and other
contributors to the debate) implicitly assume. In particular, practice is not inde-
pendent of theory. All observation and practical activity requires some under-
standing of the nature of that activity – of what is to be measured, the various
types of phenomena to be included in statistical analysis, the types of records to
be retained, the purpose of archival work, and so on. Investigations and prac-
tices of any kind proceed through the use of standards or prototypes. This holds
for archival theory and practice as well. Trevor Livelton’s observation that
archival theory and practice are inseparable seems entirely justified.

Theory, then, becomes an examination of a practice or of practices, aimed at
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articulating those general principles, ideas, or theories that give these practices
their coherence – or perhaps render them incoherent. Archival theory can take
its starting point in the issues raised by Roberts and Burke: What makes a
society create the records that it does? What are the sociological aspects of
records creation? What is history and how have historiographic trends influ-
enced the practice of archivists? How have the practices of archivists influ-
enced historiography? How can archivists become better aware of the biases
that influence their work, and shape, for example, acquisition and retention
policies? Precisely this area could form an important part of theoretical or
philosophical analysis of archival practices and theories: given that archivists
are not immune to various historical and social trends, can something be said
about how these influences have shown themselves? How exactly do such
biases find expression in archives as institutions or in the work of the individ-
ual archivist? 

If theories are understood as reflections on or criticism of existing practices,
and if they arise out of practice, it becomes of paramount importance to under-
stand the exact nature of these practices in order to shed light on the underpin-
nings of a particular theory and to understand what the theory is about. A
theory is meant to answer specific questions. The approach suggested there-
fore amounts to something very like a sociology of theories, or a sociology of
knowledge. We need an approach that comprehends the social mechanisms
that support theoretical understandings. We need to examine the specific situa-
tions that give rise to theoretical reflection and theoretical disputes.

There seem to be (at least) two ways of accomplishing that task. Similar to
the “anthropological” investigations of scientific practice undertaken by, for
example, Bruno Latour and Knorr-Cetina, or, in an autobiographical manner,
by Steven Rose, one could simply camp out in an archives. Thus ensconced,
one would observe what archivists do and write it down with as few precon-
ceived notions of the relative importance of various tasks performed as possi-
ble. (Prejudices aside, a lunch break could be as significant a matter as a
decision to acquire a large fonds.) One would ask the archivists pertinent
questions, and try to draw general conclusions about the practices of archi-
vists, how they articulate these practices, the types of reasoning that enter into
decisions, the kinds of theory or ideology that motivate their work, how fund-
ing is obtained for various projects, the considerations that enter into grant
applications, and so on.

This approach might well yield interesting outcomes. It would not provide a
how-to archives handbook, but neither need it be necessarily reduced to a
mere registration of the comings and going of the archivist. The purpose of the
investigations carried out, for example, by Latour and Knorr-Cetina is clearly
to provide a focus for critical reflection on scientific practice as such, and to
reveal all those features of scientific practice that are smoothed over in the pre-
vailing ideology of science. In short, it would bring to light the practical, but



The Place of Theory in Archival Practice 21

submerged, unacknowledged, or denied, but nonetheless crucial features of a
practice. When articulated theory is then compared to actual practice, the pro-
cess would provide a source for reconsideration of both theory and practice. 

Another approach is a historical-sociological examination. Sociology itself
has to a large degree become historical, and history has increasingly become
sociological, a sociology of the past.56 The suggested approach to theories
implies that theories must be understood in conjunction with practices. The
practices that form the basis of theories must be reconstructed. If the prac-
tices originated in the past, this factor will obviously lead us into historical
examination and analysis. But even our contemporary practices are shaped
by their historical development. Theories and practices are of our own mak-
ing, but they are made in the context of the conditions bequeathed to us by
the past. 

Historical examination should not be seen as separate from theoretical
enquiries. As Barbara Craig has observed, “archives history is vital to the
health of archival theory and practice in the future.” History should be
approached not just out of antiquarian interest, but because it can shed light on
contemporary concerns. Since archives are historical products, and we are part
of that history, bringing that history to awareness can provide insights that
make us better able to cope with contemporary concerns. Again, as observed
by Craig, “the history of archives and of records-keeping gives archivists per-
spective – on their present situation, on their current problems, and on the
future ... Knowing what has passed, we are in a much better position to access
the novelty of the situation we encounter.” Historical awareness also “stimu-
late[s] the development of a more critical approach to our work and to the
influences that [affect] it.”57 As Livelton observes, archivists habitually bring
“a certain historical sensitivity to bear on certain aspects of their work.” An
archivist, he contends, must “take due notice of the social, cultural, legal,
political, and administrative environment in which the documents were made
and kept. Because the records involved were created over time, there is of
necessity a historical dimension to the analysis required in such work.”58

This sensitivity to context and history must be extended to the history of
archives as institutions. In order to examine archives in their historical devel-
opment it is not enough to scan the horizons of history in search for the term
“archive” or some equivalent thereof. In order to ascertain the meaning of the
term it must be understood in the historical, social, and linguistic context in
which it was used. As a concept, “archive” must be viewed within the family
of other concepts to which it, at the time, belonged. Were, for example,
archives always differentiated from libraries and museums? What were their
functions? How significant were they in the world of the time? Who con-
trolled them? These, and a host of other questions, need to be answered in
order to get a complete picture of archives in other historical epochs. The
examination of theoretical matters need not always lead us into historical con-
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siderations, but whenever we discuss issues of contemporary concern certain
broad principles are at stake. These principles are, above all, that archives and
archival theory must be understood in their practical context, and that theory
and practice cannot be separated.
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