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	Abstract 

	

	Archives are repositories of memory, providing reliable evidence for examining the past. The four types of memory – personal, collective, historical, and archival – interact in complex and sometimes baffling ways to enable one to understand the past and to draw lessons from it. Archival memory is a social construct reflecting power relationships in society. Archivists and manuscripts curators play the important role of mediator in selecting records for preservation and providing research access to such collections. By recognizing and overcoming the bias toward records of powerful groups in society, archivists can provide a more balanced perspective on the past, and enable future generations to examine and evaluate the activities and contributions of all voices in one’s culture. Archives thus serve an important role in identifying and preserving the documentation that forms one’s historical memory.
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	Memory is an elusive concept. It exists on four separate but sometimes intersecting planes: personal memory, collective (social) memory, historical memory, and archival memory. In our personal lives we constantly create, edit, reinforce, test, and recount our own memories of events.

Memory may be contained in archives and manuscripts, preserved because of their value as fixed and unchanging sources for corroborating or challenging personal memory. Such artifacts and documents are, of course, merely surrogates for memory, but they provide the most reliable evidence available for understanding the past.

These four types of memory – personal, collective, historical, and archival – interact in complex and sometimes baffling ways to enable us to understand the past and to draw lessons from it. However, each type of memory is distinct and offers us a valuable means of examining the past.



Collective memory
Social memory all too often is based on myth or simplistic stereotypes, rather than on thoughtful analysis and evaluation of the historical record. Although valued for its applicability to current events, collective memory is seldom examined to determine its validity, authenticity, or reliability. It is thus changeable and constantly subject to reinterpretation to suit current needs.

Collective memory contributes to shaping the self-identity of social groups, from small interest groups to communities and nations. It embraces stories about the group’s past, and by enshrining certain events and experiences as part of a common past it embodies values, rituals, and directions for future actions. Like most human constructs, it can be used for positive and life-affirming purposes or for parochial and destructive ends, depending on how it is used. The nature of collective memory, however, is to simplify human experience and to select only certain aspects for retention, while ignoring more complex and perhaps disturbing elements of the past (Foote, 1990).



Personal memory
The memory of participants in historic events provides testimony that can be used to test and either corroborate or correct collective memory. Eyewitness experiences clarify our historical understanding of the past and bring it to the level of feelings, motives, and the direct and tangible ways in which events affected people. For many of us it is this knowledge of how historic events shaped the lives of individuals that makes history come alive.

Personal memory changes with time. As we form our own stories of our lives, we continually reshape them to give new meaning and interpretations. Memory is fluid and can be molded and recast to meet our psychic needs, to redefine our personal identity, or to explain our connection with the past. It can be a fascinating and rewarding means of uncovering a hidden past, but it must be approached and used cautiously.



Archival memory
Because memory is fragile and malleable we have created surrogates that can attach memory to unchanging forms. Artifacts, documents, even geographical places can serve to fix memory in time and place, so that it cannot change with new circumstances. Since the time of Hammurabi’s Code and Moses’ stone tablets, we have attempted to codify memory and ensure its authenticity and reliability. From this human need for so that it cannot change with new circumstances evidence of interactions, from legal agreements to financial transactions to cultural representations, has grown the concept of archives as repositories of memory.

Geographer Kenneth Foote (1990) observes:

Unlike verbal and non-verbal action, which is ephemeral and disappears as it occurs, the physical durability of objects, artifacts, and documents allows them to be passed from person to person and from place to place over long periods of time. 

Thus:

… archives can be seen as a valuable means of extending the temporal and spatial range of human communication (Foote, 1990). 

Archival records are the by-products of human activity. At their most transparent they are unself-conscious creations intended not to interpret or investigate a particular topic but to complete a normal and often routine transaction. In modern archival theory, such records derive reliability and authenticity as evidence; consequently they result from activity itself, and are not conscious or deliberate efforts to influence thought.

Archival records and documents can convey emotional and intellectual links to people and events of previous eras. Symbolically, documents such as the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution represent American freedom and self-government, concepts that help define our national identity and that remind us of the struggles to achieve these goals. Personal letters, such as those written by soldiers during the Civil War, or by women pioneers on the Great Plains, or by unemployed workers during the Great Depression, provide vivid reminders of the hardships endured by our ancestors. Such documents also reveal the complexity and variety of human experience, the emotional impact of public events on individuals, and the importance of knowing the past in order to understand the present.



Historical memory
The study of history employs evidence such as artifacts, archival documents, and personal testimony as a counterbalance to collective memory, through the interpretation of the past based on evidence and analysis. The role of history is to test our social memory against the contemporary evidence of past events and personalities, to determine historical “truth” about the past. Historians seek to achieve objectivity and neutrality in their interpretations – or at least to achieve the appearance of objectivity and neutrality. Dependent upon evidence to support their conclusions, historians nevertheless do shape and interpret their evidence as well to achieve desired effects. Yet it is their reliance on documentation and evidence that distinguishes historians from politicians and others who shape collective memory. History demands accuracy and corroborating sources.

According to archivist Brien Brothman:

Document-based historical practice … nurtures a deep respect for the autonomy and integrity of the past … The past comprises surviving physical artifacts, independent objects available for critical, scientific inspection and analysis (Brothman, 2001). 

These archival documents stand as surrogates of memory and as sources for historical inquiry.

In constructing historical memory, historians rely mainly on primary sources created at the time when the events that they describe took place or soon thereafter. Such sources include documentary evidence, archival records, newspapers, government reports and documents, and personal testimony by eyewitnesses. Historical memory is thus built upon a foundation of archival memory (documents) and personal memory (eyewitness testimony). These sources are cross-examined, compared, and tested to determine their accuracy and reliability. Rules of evidence and authenticity require the historian to use only sources that can be trusted. Contradictory evidence must be weighed and evaluated, not ignored or dismissed without examination. The resulting interpretation would thus be granted a measure of legitimacy, but only if the historian’s explanation of the past is logical, well documented, and convincing.



Archives and power
If it is true that history is written by the victors, it follows that they often employ archives to institutionalize their power. This has been true throughout human history. Despots, kings, religious leaders, and presidents have legitimized their authority through documents, both symbolic and real. From Greek and Roman archives preserving records of governmental power, to Medieval charters, to the American Constitution, such documents have strengthened the power of the rulers. Yet the rights of subjects have also been protected by resort to documents, from Magna Carta to the American Bill of Rights and the French Declaration of the Rights of Man.

In archives, from ancient to modern times, the preponderance of records has documented the activities and interests of the more powerful groups in society. Education, literacy, and access to power have reinforced the entrenched interests of the privileged classes. Representation in archives has privileged the stories of these groups, since it is their voices that are most often recorded and thus most frequently heard in historical accounts.



Archives as constructed memory
Archives have traditionally been regarded as neutral and objective repositories for authentic records of human activity against which the researcher can evaluate other more subjective sources of information. Because they are created, for the most part, contemporaneously with the events that they record, archival documents have been viewed as unbiased witnesses to historical events (Jenkinson, 1922; Duranti, 1994). Recent writings by postmodernists have challenged such confident assumptions about archival records. According to one explanation of its complex concepts:

Postmodernism calls into question enlightenment values such as rationality, truth, and progress, arguing that these merely serve to secure the monolithic structure of modern … society by concealing or excluding any forces that might challenge its cultural dominance (Greene, 2002). 

Texts and documents, according to this view, are never exactly what they purport to be. They are constructed to reflect particular perspectives and to contest for the power to interpret society, past and present. Dutch archivist Eric Ketelaar declares that, although this postmodern view of archives threatens traditional archival values such as “authenticity, originality, and uniqueness,” it also acknowledges “the archive’s power: the archives as ‘repository of meanings’, the multilayered, multifaceted meanings hidden in archivalization and archiving, which can be deconstructed and reconstructed, then interpreted and used by scholars, over and over again” (Greene, 2002).

This power places them near the center of debates over history, memory, and meaning. South African archivist Verne Harris, who has witnessed vast social changes in his own country, thus states that the archives:

… is not a quiet retreat for professionals and scholars and craftspersons. It is a crucible of human experience. A battleground for meaning and significance. A babel of stories. A place and a space of complex and ever-shifting power plays (Greene, 2002). 

Because archives confer significance and authority on the documents that they house, this power can shape the perspectives that we have on individuals and social groups.

The centrality of archives to debates over memory and history can be seen clearly in the nature of civil rights archives. The discussion here cannot be comprehensive, but we can see the outlines of this contest for meaning with regard to issues of power, identity, the construction of memory, and decisions about what to select and what to forget in our past. Far from being a neutral repository for recorded memory, archives (and archivists) actively mediate and shape the archival record.

As historians during the last four decades turned their attention toward issues of power, under-represented minority groups, gender, race, and related concerns, they discovered that these topics “are not so easily studied through existing documentation,” according to Francis X. Blouin Jr. “The under-represented, the disfranchised, the conquered, and the suppressed did not create documents or, if they did, sadly, those documents are not represented in the archives.” Power thus “may have corrupted the archive as a repository for social memory” (Blouin, 1999). Since archives are institutions that require funding, authorization, and legitimacy, it is no wonder that they traditionally have reflected the dominant culture and privileged the voices and stories of the powerful. Not surprisingly, then, one means of securing a claim to this power – to having one’s voice heard – would be to secure a place in the archives. Failing that, the disfranchised could create their own archives. Elisabeth Kaplan discovered that the American Jewish community took the latter approach when it founded the American Jewish Historical Society in 1892, at the height of a wave of anti-Semitism and nativism:

The historical society would serve as a sanctioned, authoritative base which would enable the collection of archives, carefully selected for their content (Kaplan, 2000). 

This same impulse guided African-Americans in creating archival repositories to document and celebrate their history and culture. It represents an assertion of racial pride and an effort to secure the power that comes from being able to tell the group’s collective story of tragedy, suffering, achievement, and success. As Canadian archivist Terry Cook observes:

There is a growing awareness of other voices, other stories, other narratives, other realities – other than those that traditionally have filled school readers, history books, museums, public monuments, popular media, and archives (Cook, 2001). 

These voices confer power. Archives provide a forum to recognize and legitimize the role of disfranchised groups in society.

Closely related to the concept of power is that of identity. Art, literature, museums, libraries, and archives all help to create a sense of identity for marginalized groups, when they are able to participate in these forms of cultural and symbolic recognition. Archives connect us to one another. As Adrian Cunningham reminds us, archives provide:

… that sense of connecting with the wonderful depth and richness of human experience in all its complexity and contrariness by preserving and providing access to its documentary residue; the sense that somehow the souls of human beings now departed can yet resonate through the written artefacts of their lives (Cunningham, 2003). 

As Elisabeth Kaplan delineates in tracing the origins of the American Jewish Historical Society, archives can perform a critical role in constructing history and historical identity, as a marginalized group seeks “to establish and present to the larger culture a cohesive identity.” As Kaplan (2000) discovered, archives are not sites of objective historical truth:

The archival record doesn’t just happen; it is created by individuals and organizations, and used, in turn, to support their values and missions, all of which comprises a process that is certainly not politically and culturally neutral. 

Archives thus become “major players in the business of identity construction and identity politics” (Kaplan, 2000).

The postmodernist perspective inextricably links documents and texts to the purposes for which they are constructed and to the nature of their interpretation and use:

Terry Cook asserts:

Everything in records is shaped, presented, represented, re-presented, symbolized, signified, constructed by the writer, the computer programmer, the photographer, the cartographer, for a purpose … No text is an innocent by-product of administrative or personal action, but rather a constructed product (Cook, 2001). 

This process extends to the creation of archives, and to the formation of social memory itself.

Brien Brothman contends:

The making of memory involves the active construction of present knowledge out of continually evolving informational materials together with the elaboration on data relationships collected in the past (Brothman, 2001). 

The very decision to create a record, or to preserve it, or to place it in an archival repository becomes an act of memory construction. We consciously decide to shape the archival record, even when we do not realize we are doing so. Some of these decision-making processes are subconscious; others are embedded in “routine” decisions based on professional criteria that are culturally influenced. The very designation of the archive as a “permanent” repository for valuable documents derives from an assumption that we can create an unchanging expression of the past for future generations.

The political and social ferment of the 1960s led some historians and archivists to argue that archivists should actively intervene to ensure documentation of under-represented social groups in American archives, which generally reflected the powerful groups in society. Howard Zinn (1970) charged that the archival record was biased toward the rich and powerful elements of society – government, business, and the military, while the poor and impotent remained in archival obscurity. He urged archivists “to compile a whole new world of documentary material about the lives, desires and needs of ordinary people” (Zinn, 1970). This challenge to the profession not only led to some important new initiatives in documenting minority groups in archives, but also opened a debate over the “neutrality” and “objectivity” of archival acquisition. Certainly a strong argument can be made in favor of actively redressing the under-represented groups in society through active “affirmative action” by both public and private archives. The danger to avoid, as Elisabeth Kaplan points out with respect to Jewish archives, is that by narrowly defining the boundaries of archival acquisition we may run the risk of driving wedges between the ethnic or “minority” groups whom we seek to document (Kaplan, 2000).

In order to counter such bias archivists need to recognize and acknowledge that they are not neutral, passive servants of Clio or any other muse, but active agents in shaping social memory. Canadian archivist Tom Nesmith explains that:

Contrary to the conventional idea that archivists simply receive and house vast quantities of records, which merely reflect society, they actually co-create and shape the knowledge in records, and thus help form society’s memory (Nesmith, 2002). 

Contrary to the “central archival professional myth” that they hold “enormous power and discretion over societal memory, deeply masked behind a public image of denial and self-effacement,” Nesmith argues convincingly that archivists play a central role in this process of memory creation. “Some of what makes a record meaningful is inscribed in it by those who literally made it, but most of what makes a record intelligible lies outside its physical borders in its context of interpretation,” he declares. “Archivists, who do much to shape this context, therefore share in authoring the record” (Nesmith, 2002). Not only do archivists select the records that will be acquired and preserved, they also create finding aids that describe them and provide a controlled access to vast quantities of materials. How they perform these archival functions will shape the accessibility of these materials for all future research:

Since few researchers can simply plunge into the vast amounts of archives and just start reading without this guidance, the archives and the recorded reality researchers actually see (for better or worse) are largely the ones constructed for them by archivists (Nesmith, 2002). 

This power carries with it significant responsibilities. As Francis Blouin admonishes archivists, they must become more aware of their role as “mediators between records creators and records repositories, between archives and users, between conceptions of the past and extant documentation” (Blouin, 1999). This understanding may lead to more self-awareness and hence more transparent processes of archival acquisition, appraisal, description, and access.

In all these efforts at memory creation, archivists and those who use archives should also become more conscious of the obverse of memory – forgetfulness. For it is in the interstices of documentation that important perspectives and voices have often been lost. Deciding to acquire one set of documents often precludes obtaining other sets. Limited time and resources require archives to be selective in what they collect and preserve. As Mark Greene concedes, archivists:

… can never hope to preserve more than a partially described sliver of a window into the collective and private memory of the experience of mankind (Greene, 2002). 

In the not so distant past predispositions and cultural biases often skewed archival holdings in favor of the rich and powerful in society. Disfranchised and marginalized groups often found themselves excluded from the hallowed halls of historical memory because archival documentation was unavailable or deemed unimportant. Efforts to solicit and acquire archival materials documenting ethnic communities, labor and working classes, women, African-Americans, and civil rights have achieved significant progress in balancing the historical record and rescuing these forgotten voices. Because meaning is something that is always constructed and not inherent in documents, the postmodernists argue, archivists need to think clearly about how we determine which manuscripts and records should be collected and preserved. In making such decisions we should seek to minimize personal biases and to ensure adequate documentation of all aspects of society.

Recording memory in tangible form – archival memory – presumes the loss of memory concerning those things that are not recorded. “Plato may have been right to warn that writing would destroy memory,” Brien Brothman states, “for recording sanctions forgetfulness.” There are, of course, some advantages to forgetting the past, and we should recognize and understand this balance. As Brothman observes:

Remembering and forgetting are two sides of the same coin of information selection, which forms useful institutional memory (Brothman, 2001). 

Some aspects of our history are so controversial or painful that society seems to efface them from memory. Geographer Kenneth Foote cites such examples of this as buildings associated with Nazi power in Berlin, the site of the Salem witches’ executions, and the former home of serial murderer John Gacy. Although “the cultural effacement of memory” is “alien to prevailing archival values,” Foote contends, archivists must be aware of the social pressures to exclude certain aspects of historical memory from the archives (Foote, 1990). One example of this desire to cleanse an archive of painful racial memories is the controversy that erupted when Central Michigan University accepted documents from a local Ku Klux Klan chapter for preservation in its archives. The public furore that arose over this decision reflects the struggle to define the past and the impulse that many people sometimes feel to control or limit the perspectives and voices represented in archives (Boles, 1994).

Archivists concerned with the forgotten voices of marginalized groups need to be aware of how decisions are made concerning what to acquire and preserve in archives. As Terry Cook argues, archivists should “ask whom and what they are excluding from archival memorialization, and why, and then build appraisal strategies, methodologies, and criteria to correct the situation.” In appraising records (that is, evaluating them for retention or disposal), archivists should seek to avoid cultural biases and assumptions:

Appraisal would attend as carefully to the marginalized and even silenced voices as it now does to the powerful voices found in official institutional records (Cook, 2001). 

By recognizing and overcoming the tendencies toward privileging the records of powerful groups in society, archivists can provide a more balanced perspective on the past, and enable future generations to examine and evaluate the activities and contributions of all voices in our culture. Archives thus serve an important role in identifying and preserving the documentation that forms our historical memory.
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