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Archives are created in an organisation to support and manage work, to record why, 
when, where, in what capacity and by whom what actions were carried out. Every 
citizen, every family is archiving loo. Archiving is preceded by archivalisation: the 
conscious or unconscious choice (determined by social and cultural factors) to 
consider something worth archiving. Archivistics is concerned with questions such as:

• what makes a society, an organisation or an individual create and use 
archives the way they do ?

• will a better understanding of the way people create and maintain archives enable 
us to make statements about an efficient and effective way of creating records?

Thirty years ago, Bob Sharman, in a paper on ‘Causation in historical 
study’ introduced Karl Popper to the Australian library and archives 
community.2 Popper posited in The open society and its enemies that so-called 
historical sources ‘only record such facts as appeared sufficiently interesting 
to record, so that the sources will on the whole contain only facts that fit in 
with a preconceived theory’.3 Sharman sneered: it is clear that Popper 
never worked with modern records. lie continued on to say that clerks did 
nothing more than record mechanically, their personal choice being 
practically irrelevant. Yet Sharman had to admit that, for example, a colonial 
governor would have had certain freedoms of reporting, albeit within 
certain limits. lie surely remembered Paul Ilasluck’s assertion that a ‘file is 
the reflection of the purpose of the Minister, the officer or the department 
who makes it...a paper may be, not a statement of what happened, but a 
statement of what a Minister or a department would like to have others 
think had happened’.4

Silencing the Past
Archives are not neutral: some facts count, others arc excluded. ‘Even when 
straight from the dusty archive,’ writes Alan Munslow, ‘the evidence always 
pre-exists within narrative structures and is freighted with cultural meanings 
- who put the archives together, why, and what did they include or exclude?’5

The American anthropologist Michcl-Rolph Trouillot calls this process 
of exclusion ‘silencing the past’.6 Silencing (as one silences a gun) happens 
during the different stages in which history is formed, each of these 
stages influencing the other: while facts are recorded, when creating 
archives, during historical research, while telling the story and lastly in the 
creation of history.
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As an example of silencing the past, Trouillot mentions the slave registers 
which didn’t include births, neither out of carelessness, nor to keep them 
secret or for ideological reasons, but simply because registration only made 
sense when it was sufficiently certain that the child would remain alive. It 
wasn’t worthwhile to record everything, writes Trouillot, just as it isn’t 
necessary for a sports-journalist to mention everything that happens on the 
field or around it. Today in The Netherlands, neither a birth certificate nor 
a death certificate is made when a baby dies before its birth has been 
registered. A certificate will be drawn up merely stating that the child wasn’t 
alive at the moment of declaration. In this way, the fact that the child was 
born is silenced.

Archival research is mostly confined to the derivation of meaning from the 
contents of the documents, while neglecting what is expressed by the form of 
the archival documents and the fonds.’This may be illustrated by the headings 
under which information was collected, recorded, summarised and reported 
(eg. gypsies under ‘police administration’, contagious diseases under 
‘admiralties’, explosives under ‘railways’). This continues right up to our 
time. According to the latest Dewey decimal code used in libraries, docu 
ments about handicapped children have to be filed under ‘children with 
disabilities’; ‘sick and infirm’ are now ‘persons with illnesses and disabilities’; 
‘gypsies’ can be found under ‘Romany people’. But there is a great difference 
between the classifications employed in libraries and Internet on the one 
hand and archives on the other.8 In the former documents are classified 
according to abstract schemes. For archives it is not today’s ‘political 
correctness’ that determines the classification, but the original context in 
which the creator of the records captured the information. In the colonial 
archives of The Netherlands Indies, the American anthropologist Ann 
Stoler found information about the ‘danger’ of contact between white 
children and ayas in reports - classified secret - concerning the political 
situation in the Netherlands Indies.9 The form and structure of the reports 
and their classification reveal contextual information, giving meaning to 
the documents.

Socio-technology
Archives are also determined by technology. If our ancestors could have 
used email, not only would their archives have looked quite different, the 
archived events would have taken another course, as the French philosopher 
Jacques Derrida shows in his Archive Fever.'0 Someone writing a report with 
a pen puts down his feelings and thoughts in a different way from someone 
writing an email." The knowledge that an email arrives within seconds, 
that it may immediately influence a situation, that it can elicit a direct
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answer - all this influences decision-making. It transforms the process from 
the time when the sender - in Batavia for example - knew that an answer 
from The Netherlands could take several months to arrive.

Archives, writes Derrida, do not only serve to preserve an archivablc 
account of the past. Rather, life itself and its relation with the future are 
determined by the technique of archiving. The photo taken of your family 
makes a record of that little group, but it also occasions it. To bring up 
Trouillot’s example again: when the slave register doesn’t have a column 
for births, these don’t exist. For the registry office in The Netherlands, 
children who die before being registered, were never born.

Archivalisation
‘The archivization produces as much as it records the event’. Derrida 
invented the French term archivation, his English translator used archivization. 
I coined the phrase archivalisering (archivalisation). Archivalisation is the 
conscious or unconscious choice to consider something worth archiving: 
Steve Stuckey’s ‘moment of truth’, Terry Cook’s ‘creative act or authoring 
intent or functional context behind the record’.12 Archivalisation should be 
seen not oidy in the technological sense, as Derrida understands it, but also 
(and especially) in the socio-cultural sense, as in the examples by Trouillot 
and Stolen In one culture, the birth of a baby is an archivablc fact and is 
recorded; in another, it is not. Quod non est in actis, non est in mundo - 
what is not in the records, does not exist, as an old legal maxim says. 
Archivalisation therefore precedes archiving. In the Popperian metaphor, 
the searchlight of archivalisation has to sweep the world for something to 
light up in the archival sense, before we proceed to register, record and file 
it (in short, before we archive it). By distinguishing archivalisation from 
archiving we gain an insight into the social and cultural factors, the standards 
and values, the ideology, that, as Jackson Armstrong-Ingram writes, infuse 
the creation of archivalia.13

This insight is of the greatest importance, especially as changing technology 
alters the way records arc created and controlled. In the new arena, we have 
to intervene at the front-end of electronic record-keeping. If we don’t take 
archivalisation into account at that stage - what, why and how is something 
filed in a computer - hardly any records will be created and only little will 
be kept for posterity.

People and Organisations
Archivalisation is not the only factor determining whether and how actions 
are recorded in archives. In the following stages of records and archives
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management and archival usage, socially and culturally determined software 
of the mind plays a role too.'4 People - and that includes archivists ! - create, 
process and use archives, influenced consciously or unconsciously by 
cultural and social factors.15 People working in different organisations 
create and use their records in different ways. Even within the same 
organisation, different professionals - for instance, accountants, lawyers, 
engineers - create their records differently, not only because of legal 
requirements, but because they have different professional (that is, social 
and cultural) standards and requirements.

Richard Cox and Wendy Duff, who are involved in the important Pittsburgh 
Electronic Recordkeeping Research Project, write that we must ‘extend our 
understanding of how organisations work, and how records fit into this 
work-environment and culture’.16 Therefore Archivistics, together with 
other disciplines, including organisation-sociology and organisation- 
anthropology, not only has to research social, religious, cultural, political 
and economic context, but also into organisational cultures and the people 
in these organisations.17 Such research will have consequences for our 
strategics and methodologies regarding every stage in the records continuum, 
where we have to look ‘through the record’ to the people.

Recordkeeping is a Social Activity

Yes, also study the people.16 Recordkeeping is a social activity, as Michael 
Piggoit recently stated. Everybody creates archives, keeps, registers, selects. 
Everybody maintains relations with the state, province, municipality, 
church, school, company, hospital and family - all these relations result in 
records. ‘Never before has so much been recorded, collected; and never 
before has remembering been so compulsive.’19 Every citizen is his own 
records manager!

The French sociologist Claudine Dardy studied housekeeping manuals that 
show how a household has to organise iLsclf to produce the right paper for 
the right authority at the right moment. Of course, France is a society 
known for its focus on registration, where illegal people are called ‘les sans- 
papiers’. But such research should be carried out in other countries and 
cultures too, examining the arcliivalisation that determines how people 
create their own archives. The samc people, as Sue McKcmmish has stressed, 
in their jobs or functions form the institutional archives that arc traditionally 
the object of archivistic interest.20 And the more often record-keeping is 
done by the individual employee on his or her personal computer, 
the more important it becomes to investigate the arcliivalisation process 
of the individual.21
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This research will enable us to make statements about efficient and effective 
records and archives management.22 That is of special importance in our 
information society. We must also pass on this understanding to future 
users of archives and make them understand in turn why the archives were 
formed in a certain way and not oidy what happened.23
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