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In 1979 French sociologist Jean-François Lyotard predicted ‘that anything in the consti-
tuted body of knowledge that is not translatable’ into computer-readable packages of
information ‘will be abandoned and that the direction of new research will be dictated
by the possibility of its eventual results being translatable into computer language’.1

Despite the efforts of archivists and (digital) scholars, most of the archival legacy of the
modern period remains untranslated into computer-readable language and accessible
only to those with traditional archival research skills or specialist reference services.
Archivists remain the keepers of important stores of evidence and authentic information
that are becoming dangerously irrelevant. The postmodern, digital archive only
compounds the fundamental flaws of the modern archive, itself an incomplete project.

Fundamentally flawed?

Archives are modern institutions which gained currency following the democratic revo-
lutions in Europe at the end of the eighteenth century, appropriating earlier public and
private collections.2 Their evolution in the English-speaking worlds of Sir Hilary
Jenkinson3 and Theodore R Schellenberg4 emphasised elements of modern, rational
bureaucracy: public accountability, systems and hierarchies of classification and profes-
sional expertise.

Tendencies of the modern state to control information, enforce categories and claim
dimensions of experience are often emphasised.5 Very recent examples emphasise the
risk of distortion in the modern archive, not least by obscuring what is included and
what is left out.6

Yet the potential of modern archives as both narratives and sites of political contest
has been widely demonstrated. Dramatic political events such as the opening of the
Stasi Archives7 and access to archives of the Apartheid state8 underline this potential,
as well as its limitations. Routine discoveries of social, economic, and cultural complex-
ity characterise research using archives of the modern era.9
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Dangerously irrelevant

Bearman’s critique that modern archives were inefficient, bureaucratic and irrelevant to
consumers’ needs might be seen in the context of not only postmodernism but also
neo-liberalism. The traditional provinces of archival activity were focused on ill-targeted
and unachievable goals.10 Some archivists belatedly addressed obvious shortcomings of
modern archival practice, for example the More Product Less Process approach to
processing archives.11

Digital information, ephemeral, fragile and poorly controlled, detached from the
implied physical contexts of traditional repositories, only accentuates many of the prob-
lems outlined by Bearman regarding the importance and value of the information, its
fragility, its ability to be adequately described within available resources and its ability
to connect with users. These practical problems are intensified by the digital economy,
shifting content from the public realm to commercial ownership, either through the
domination of commercially generated content or the commercial ownership and exploi-
tation of third party and user-generated content. The act of publishing archival docu-
ments online and thus bringing them out of a controlled and moderated public sphere
and into a digital economy has also brought new questions of intellectual property and
rights, including privacy, to the fore and has accentuated issues of the ownership of
cultural property in general.

In response, digital archival processes are if anything more interventionist and
labour intensive. The level of descriptive, technical and administrative metadata
required to manage, preserve and discover digitised archives generally exceeds the level
of metadata required to manage and make accessible their physical counterparts.
Increased standards of explicit evidential value or significance, description, preservation,
discoverability and compliance required to bring archival collections online cause us to
revisit the inadequacy of our attempts to meet these standards in the traditional archive
in the first place. The only justification for this increased investment to make digital
content available can be the potential of the postmodern archive to reach much larger
audiences, and to be accessed in more independent and interactive ways. This promise
makes the modern, traditional archive seem increasingly irrelevant in a digital world.

Not least owing to the resource-intensiveness of these processes, there is increas-
ingly a gap between the information that is born digital or has been translated into com-
puter-readable form and the larger and arguably more important reserves not yet
translated. In 2012, a sample of 403 European archives/records offices had digitised an
estimated 12% of their collections, and aimed to digitise a further 55%.12 Across a sam-
ple of 200 cultural institutions, 7% of archival records had been digitised with the ambi-
tion to digitise a further 52% and no intent to digitise 40% (presumably not least owing
to barriers to digitisation outlined above). A follow-up study in 2014 projects it will
take 30 years to digitise the target for Europe’s cultural heritage.13 A 2010 study by the
Collections Trust estimated it would cost 100 billion euros to digitise the collections of
Europe’s museums, archives and libraries in addition to up to 25 billion euros for pres-
ervation of and access to the digitised collections over 10 years.14

In the meantime, while potential uses of digitally available sources may be richer,
the scope and potential of digital sources currently available for research remains
impoverished in comparison to traditional archival sources and it cannot be assumed
that the most important questions can be addressed using only digital sources.
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Unfailingly important

Whatever its failings, which are no doubt considerable, the modern archive is one of
the richest sources of information available and documents sides of life (bureaucratic,
social, cultural and personal) not repeatable in other sources, oral or public. Born-digital
records preserved as archives have scarcely begun to replicate the richness of modern
archives, whether originating from government, personal or community collections. The
focus of the digital economy and digital scholarship on digitally available information
can miss the best content, and the full scope and potential of the archive.

Efforts in digital scholarship to date often focus on metadata registries or rich
descriptions,15 with limited online access to archival records; or case studies using spe-
cific sets of digitised archives. Digital resources that do engage more deeply with mod-
ern archives take years to create, with researchers often performing the bibliographical
work of cataloguing, transcribing or extracting information from and interpreting pub-
lished and archival sources, in collaboration with archivists and other information pro-
fessionals.16 While the digital findings or output of this research are important, arguably
more important are the efforts to bring the archives into computer-readable form and
thus enable their transmission.

Despite the language adopted by the digital preservation community, it may be
somewhat misleading to think about archives in terms of computer-readable information
packages. Archives are about relationships and for their evidence and informational
value to be fully explored and exploited they must reveal relationships between contexts
and records and among sources. There must remain the possibility to expose what is
missing. In this sense, archival exegesis remains a largely un-automated task relying on
‘trained minds’, whether individuals or collaborations between producers (or keepers)
of archives and users (researchers).

In the modern archive, many of these relationships were implicit; in the architecture
of buildings, storage configurations, old registers, administrative files, draft lists, curato-
rial and researcher knowledge, and the character of collections and their histories. Short
of digitising whole collections and transposing these contexts into metadata, it seems
unlikely that collections in their present configurations will be transmitted into the
future knowledge economy.17 New digital collections will be built on top of the old
archives, carrying forward texts, images, sounds and artefacts of a forgotten civilisation.
It makes sense to me to take stock of modern archives, their shortcomings as well as
their unrealised potential, and to try to better understand how to bring forward this
potential into digital culture.
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