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A Brief and Opinionated History of Archival Appraisal Theory, to 2005  Much of the text of this paper was taken from two previous works:  Mark A. Greene and Todd J. Daniels-Howell, “Documentation with an Attitude:  A Pragmatist’s Guide to Selection and Acquisition of Modern Business Records,” James O’Toole, ed. Records of American Business (SAA, 1997), 161-229, and Mark A. Greene, untitled paper presented at the “Appraising Appraisal:  Do Any of our Theories Work in Practice?” session of the Fall 1997 Midwest Archives Conference.  

Mark A. Greene, 2009

F. Gerald Ham's plaintive 1975 query about appraisal--"why must we do it so badly?". F. Gerald Ham, "The Archival Edge," American Archivist (January 1975), 5.
--spawned many voices seeking to redress the problem. Writers on appraisal have given us (in rough chronological order) “moral defence of archives,” cost/benefit analysis, primary/secondary and evidential/informational values, appraisal based on record type, the "black box," documentation strategy, “total archives,” institutional functional analysis, macro appraisal, social use, functional requirements, risk analysis, and the “Minnesota Method,” to name only the most prominent.  The result has been a stimulating but often confusing cacophony of ideas.  As Frank Boles noted in a somewhat more circumscribed context:  "Despite important contributions in all of these areas, the relationship of these many subjects to one another has not been discussed.". Frank Boles, "Mix Two Parts Interest to One Part Information and Appraise Until Done:  Understanding Contemporary Record Selection Processes," American Archivist 50 (Summer 1987), 357.  

There is good reason for archivists to be increasingly concerned with and baffled by appraisal and the lack of consensus about how to do it.  Modern society produces so much documentary material so quickly that passively waiting for material to come to us, and accepting everything that does come, is no longer (if it ever was) feasible.  In Archival Methods, David Bearman rightly pointed out that "the record of modern society is vast.  It is created as a consequence of virtually every human activity and resides in every institution and with every individual....  At ratios of 1 person year to 10,000 cubic feet of records appraised, it would require 450,000 man years to review the 4.5 billion feet of paper records created annually in the United States, to say nothing of the machine readable data, images, sound records, video tape and other media.". David Bearman, Archival Methods:  Archives and Museum Informatics Technical Report, No. 9 (1991), pp. 7, 11.  More recently, Tim Ericson lamented the "unconscious assumptions of the age of scarcity which still distort our thinking.  Most of our current acquisition policies are too broadly conceived to be realistic in the Information Age….  Archivists need to take a more realistic view of what we can actually hope to preserve.". Timothy L. Ericson, "At the 'rim of creative dissatisfaction':  Archivists and Acquisition Development," Archivaria 33 (Winter 1991-92), 72.  

It seems clear that despite archival lip service to having made the transition to "an age of abundance," we as a profession haven't figured out or embraced a practical means of refining our acquisition and appraisal approaches to fit both our goals and our resources.  To be sure, there has been no dearth of writing on acquisition and appraisal over the last decade, and much of it has spawned stimulating discussion.  But what has it all come to, really?  Has any of this writing been of truly practical benefit to archivists struggling at what Tim Ericson has called “the verge” and Gerry Ham has called “the edge”? Ericson, “’At the rim of creative dissatisfaction,’” 66;  F. Gerald Ham, “The Archival Edge.”
 

That there has been little attempt to date to compare, contrast, or reconcile the profession’s wide-ranging appraisal literature is regrettable enough; worse is that much of the appraisal literature is not relevant to the working realities of curators in collecting repositories.  Most writers on appraisal have been institutional archivists, and "the appraisal theory they developed was conceived within the context of a single institution seeking to preserve its own records.". Ericson, "'At the rim of creative dissatisfaction,'" 67.
  This writing has largely ignored the most fundamental and complex issue facing repository curators:  making decisions about which records creators should be collected and to what degree.  True, archival literature on collecting policies has stressed that such prioritization should occur, and has even offered some tools--such as collection analyses and user studies--for assisting in the setting of such priorities.  However, these writings have suffered from being few, over-broad, and sometimes too beholden to library theory.. See, for example, Linda J. Henry, "Collecting Policies of Special Subject Repositories, American Archivist, 43 (Winter 1980), 57-63; Edmund Berkeley Jr., "Appraisal of Current Private Papers and Collection Development,"  Midwestern Archivist, 6:1 (1981), 59-71; Gloria A. Thompson, "From Profile to Policy:  A Minnesota Historical Society Case Study in Collection Development," Midwestern Archivist, 8:2 (1983), 21-39; Faye Phillips, "Developing Collecting Policies for Manuscript Collections," American Archivist, 47:1 (Winter 1984), 30-42; Jutta Reed-Scott, "Collection Management Strategies for Archivists," American Archivist, 47:1 (Winter 1984), 23-29;  Judith E. Endelman, "Looking Backward to Plan for the Future:  Collection Analysis for Manuscript Repositories," American Archivist, 50 (Summer 1987), 340-55; David P. Gray, "A Technique for Manuscript Collection Development Analysis," Midwestern Archivist 12:2 (1987), 91-103; Christine Weideman, "A New Map for Field Work:  The Impact of Collections Analysis on the Bentley Historical Library, " American Archivist, 54:1 (Winter 1991), 54-61.
 

To the extent that appraisal literature has depended upon institutional archivists, this slighting of acquisition policy is natural.  After all, institutional archives have the outer parameters of their documentary universe pre-defined, though of course questions may remain about priorities within those parameters and the extent to which relevant external documentation (from publications to the personal papers of founders or employees) should be collected. Appraisal writing from an institutional archives context begins at least as far back as Hilary Jenkinson in the 1910s and 1920s, who wrote from the perspective of a government archivist.  Jenkinson’s conclusion was that archivists shouldn’t do appraisal—this was a function properly exercised only by records creators themselves. This perspective was revived in the 1990s.  See Luciana Duranti, "The Concept of Appraisal and Archival Theory," American Archivist 57:2 (Spring 1994), 328-44 and a rebuttal, Frank Boles and Mark Greene, "Et tu, Schellenberg?  Some Thoughts on the Dagger of American Appraisal Theory," American Archivist 59:3 (Summer 1996), 176-88.
  Most archivists writing since the 1940s accept that appraisal is one of our primary functions, though there is certainly no uniformity about how we should go about doing it.

The next most significant writing on appraisal came out of the U.S. National Archives in the 1940s and 1950s.  Two figures stand out:  G. Philip Bauer and Theodore Schellenberg. Bauer is most noted as an early proponent of cost/benefit analysis in appraisal, and developed a detailed and closely reasoned justification for use as the principal denotation of “benefit” in the accounting of archival value.  “Public value in records¼” he asserted, “is purely utilitarian.”  In his Staff Information Paper, Bauer presents an evaluation of users and uses to guide appraisal at the National Archives.. Bauer, The Appraisal of Current and Recent Records, Staff Information Paper 13 (National Archives and Records Service, 1946).
   The main problem with cost/benefit analysis is that archivists have yet to do much work on calculating either the costs (appraisal, processing, storage, reference) There have been a few exceptions, at least in terms of calculating processing costs.  See for example, William J. Maher, “The Importance of Financial Analysis of Archival Programs,” Midwestern Archivist 3 (1978) and Paul Ericksen and Robert Shuster, “Beneficial Shocks: The Place of Processing-Cost Analysis in Archival Administration,” American Archivist 58 (Winter 1995).
 or the benefits (utility to researchers or to the parent organization) of preserving archival material.  More recently, David Bearman put forward the concept of risk analysis as an appraisal principle—basically, how much trouble will we get into if we do not keep something and later wish we had. David Bearman, Archival Methods, 9-10.
  Risk analysis might be usefully applied within an institutional archives, but is of little real help to a collecting repository; in addition, calculating risk is at least as inexact a science as measuring “benefit.”

Schellenberg asserted that records were archival if they had evidential or informational uses other than those for which the records were originally created. Theodore Schellenberg, "Appraisal Standards," Modern Archives (Washington, 1956), 133-160.  On the one hand, did records provide historical evidence of "the organization, functions, policies, decisions, procedures, operations and other activities" of the person or organization producing the record.  Preserving records with evidential value preserved accountability.  On the other hand, did the records provide information on the objects of bureaucratic or individual activity--on the persons, places, and activities with which the institution or individual dealt.  In assessing this criteria, the archivist should look at the uniqueness, form, and importance of the information.  Again, this is a very institutional approach—collecting repositories (and even non-governmental institutional archives) probably had less reason to worry about evidence for accountability.  Even then there was little practical guidance to assist in determining which records had enough evidentiary or informational value to warrant archival retention.

By and large, in practice, archivists attempted to apply emerging appraisal criteria to records by series or by folder, as each was encountered either on site or back in the repository.  One way around the problem of having to examine every series and of determining which the “best” records were was to assume that certain types of records as archival by simple virtue of the type of records they are.  SAA’s 1977 basic manual on appraisal concluded by ranking material from “usually valuable” to “usually without value” based purely on its type (minutes and surveys were among the 65 types in the “usually valuable” category). Brichford, Archives and Manuscripts:  Appraisal and Accessioning (Chicago, 1977), 22-23.  This implication of inherent value based on record type came only after the manual first went to great length to explain the many criteria other than record type (administrative, research, and archival “values”—including prospective use) that should be factors in appraisal.  Unfortunately, it is the list at the end that seems to have become the most popular legacy of the manual.
  In this the manual was summing up a long but never codified tradition. For examples relating to assigning archival value to business records, see Maynard J. Brichford, "Preservation of Business Records," History News II, No. 10 (August 1956): 77; Ralph W. Hidy, "Business Archives:  Introductory Remarks," American Archivist 29 (January 1966): 33-5; Ralph M. Hower, The Preservation of Business Records, (Boston, The Business Historical Society Inc., 1941); Arthur M. Johnson, "Identification of Business Records for Permanent Preservation," American Archivist 24 (July 1961): 329-332; Jack King, "Collecting Business Records," The American Archivist 27 (July 1964): 387-390; David Lewis, "Appraisal Criteria for Retention and Disposal of Business Records," American Archivist 32 (January 1960): 21-24; Robert W. Lovett, "Of Manuscripts and Archives," Special Libraries (October 1973): 415-418.
  Basically, this is the “minutes must always be kept” approach to appraisal—doesn’t really matter what the minutes are about, or whether they tell us anything, or whether anyone is ever going to use them—they’re minutes, and therefore they are “archival.”

Eight years later, the Boles/Young "black box" appraisal taxonomy was an ambitious attempt to explicate how an institution should evaluate records series and folders to determine whether they are worth preserving in the institution's archives.. Frank Boles and Julia Marks Young, "Exploring the Black Box:  The Appraisal of University Administrative Records," American Archivist, 48:2 (Spring 1985), 121-40.  Of course, Boles and Young were not attempting to define both a documentation approach and a records appraisal approach, only the latter.  Also see Frank Boles, Archival Appraisal (New York, 1991), and Robert Sink, "Appraisal:  The Process of Choice," American Archivist 53 (Summer 1990), 452-58.
  Though developed for university archives, the Boles/Young emphasis on extensive analysis of the records themselves in order to make preliminary appraisal decisions has typically been the approach curators have taken:  our broad mandate includes documenting business, so any business that approaches us to donate records is approached with the question "are these particular series/folder any good?"  For repositories, at least, this seems to be the wrong question.  Instead of analyzing record series (or functions, for that matter, see below) first, curators need to prioritize the broad topical areas their repository seeks to document and which records creators will be solicited and accepted within each area.. Ericson, "'At the rim of creative dissatisfaction,'" p. 68.


The black box taxonomy was replaced, supplemented, modified, or refined (take your pick) by institutional functional analysis.. For expositions of functional analysis, see Bruce Bruemmer and Sheldon Hochheiser, The High-Technology Company:  An Historical Research and Archival Guide (Minneapolis, 1989); Helen W. Samuels, "Improving Our Disposition:  Documentation Strategy," Archivaria 33 (Winter 1991-92), 125-40; Samuels, Varsity Letters:  Documenting Modern Colleges and Universities (Chicago, 1992); Joan D. Krizack, "Hospital Documentation Planning:  The Concept and the Context, American Archivist, 56 (Winter 1993), 16-34; Krizack, ed., Documentation Planning for the U.S. Health Care System (Baltimore, 1994).   
  Functional analysis (and its sibling, documentation planning), argues that records be appraised only after the functions of an institution are defined and understood.  Record appraisal then becomes a matter of identifying or creating records which best document the institution's functions.  Because it is institutionally based, functional analysis implicitly shuns any prioritization among similar institutions, and suggests that there is a universal and objective set of records which comprise "adequate" documentation of each and every example of a particular type of institution.. Krizack ("Introduction" and "Documentation Planning and Case Study," in Documentation Planning for the U.S. Health Care System) coins the phrase "documentation plan" to suggest a middle ground between functional analysis and documentation strategy.  She does make an important contribution by insisting that even institutional archivists need to ask hard questions about the context of their institution in the larger universe of similar institutions, and she is cognizant of the fact that the level of resources available will shape the actual size and content of a specific archives (xv).  However, Krizack defines extensive "core documentation" for a hospital--I count 61 series in her list (p. 213-14), and refers to this as "the minimum documentation that should be preserved" (211-218); she thereby connotes a universal objective criteria for defining archival value.  Samuels (Varsity Letters), too, claims that she is presenting "guidelines" rather than "directives" (24), but expects that every function of an institution must be documented (though not to the same level), and her many sections on the "Documentation" of various functions use the adverb "must" with remarkable frequency.  Bruemmer and Hochheiser, The High Technology Company, do a better job of distinguishing between observations of types of documentation and recommendation for retention, and do apply functional analysis in a collection repository setting.  However, the underlying assumption in such an application is that the company in question deserves the fullest possible documentation.  While in such circumstances functional analysis is of definite benefit to repositories, such circumstances are rare, as I try to suggest more fully below.
  Ironically, despite the detailed foray into analyzing and describing functions prior to appraising records, functional analysis produces, in the end, recommendations for the retention of records series very similar to those advanced by more traditional archivists writing decades earlier.  

As an institutional appraisal approach, functional analysis skirts the very problem most crucial to repositories:  evaluating not the functions of an institution or the quality of its records, but the relative importance of one institution to another within the context of their repository's larger documentary goal.  Nor is prioritizing records creators an all or nothing proposition.  Agreeing that two organizations should each be documented is not the same as saying they should be documented equally.  The decision to document an organization exists not as a static point, but as a continuum, ranging from detailed to superficial acquisition of the records.  Repositories are not empty vessels into which institutional archives are placed wholesale.  Repositories--and the curators who work for them--are distinguished from warehouses and records centers by this act of analysis and selection.  In the real world, it is not only unavoidable but worthwhile to document different organizations to different levels.

The Canadian cousin of functional analysis, macro appraisal, does explicitly shift archivists' focus from appraising actual records to appraising records creators, and emphasizes the need to prioritize record creating entities.  Like functional analysis, macro appraisal was developed for institutional (government) records, and places exclusive priority on why records were created (function), where they were created (structure), and how they were created rather than on secondary--particularly informational--values.. See Richard Brown, "Records Acquisition Strategy and its Theoretical Foundation:  The Case for a Concept of Archival Hermeneutics," Archivaria 33 (Winter 1991-92), pp. 34-56; Terry Cook, "Mind Over Matter:  Toward a New Theory of Archival Appraisal," Barbara L. Craig, ed. The Archival Imagination: Essays in Honour Of Hugh Taylor (Ottawa, 1992), pp. 38-70; Bruce Wilson, "Systematic Appraisal of the Records of the Government of Canada at the National Archives of Canada," Archivaria, 38 (Fall 1994), 218-31.  Barbara, Reed "Appraisal and Disposal," Keeping Archives, 2nd edition, ed. Judith Ellis (Port Melbourne, 1993), 196-98, provides an interesting comparison of functional analysis and macro appraisal as two sides of the same coin, though Terry Cook, "Documentation Strategy," Archivaria 34 (Summer 1992), p. 186-88, would seem to disagree.
  In fact, macro appraisal's leading theorist has called subject or thematic approaches to collecting (what repositories do by definition) "unarchival," apparently because such an approach values the content of records as much as the context of their creation.. Terry Cook, "Documentation Strategy," p. 187.
  For a subject or geographically focused repository, therefore, macro appraisal per se is not the answer.

In postulating "A Social Theory of Appraisal," Terry Eastwood rejects both context and content as bases for appraisal, and argues instead for "appraisal based ultimately but not exclusively on an assessment of use" by society.. Eastwood presents two very similar forms of the same argument in, "Towards a Social Theory of Appraisal," 71-89, and "How Goes it with Appraisal?" Archivaria 36 (Autumn 1993): 111-121.  The quotes and analysis that follow are drawn equally from the two essays.  The argument that use should be a criteria in appraisal has a long history in archival literature, going at least as far back as G. Philip Bauer's writings in the 1940s, up through Maynard Brichford's appraisal manual for SAA in 1977, and on through Leonard Rapport's article on reappraisal in the early 1980s.  Indeed, in "The Role of Use in Defining Archival Practice and Principles:  A Research Agenda for the Availability and Use of Records," American Archivist 51 (Winter and Spring 1988), 74-86, Lawrence Dowler argued ahead of Eastwood that "use, rather than the form of the material, is the basis on which archival practice and theory ought to be constructed" (74). 
  He refers to use as a "scientific theory" based on "the objective facts of archives" which derive from the status of archives as evidence of transactions, and suggests that the "scientific analysis of the archivist" consists of assembling "evidence that any particular transactions endure in importance in society through continued recourse to evidence in them."  Archivists have long called for a better understanding of use,. In addition to Dowler, "The Role of Use," and the accompanying commentaries by Jacqueline Goggin (87-90) and Anne R. Kenney (91-95), articles that have called for better understanding of users include Paul Conway, "Research Use in Presidential Libraries:  A User Survey, Midwestern Archivist 11:1 (1986), 35-56; William J. Maher, "The Use of User Studies," Midwestern Archivist 11:1 (1986), 15-26; Jacqueline Goggin, "The Indirect Approach:  A Study of Scholarly Users of Black and Women's Organizational Records in the Library of Congress Manuscript Division," Midwestern Archivist 11:1 (1986), 57-67; William L. Joyce, "Archivists and Research Use," American Archivist 47:2 (Spring 1984), 124-33; Elsie T. Freeman, "In the Eye of the Beholder:  Archives Administration from the User's Point of View," American Archivist 47:2 (Spring 1984), 111-23; Bruce W. Dearstyne, "What is the Use of Archives?  A Challenge for the Profession," American Archivist 50 (Winter 1987), 76-87.
 though its exact role in appraisal has been a matter of some debate.. Standing with Bauer, Brichford, Rapport, and Dowler in urging that secondary research use be an important criteria in appraisal are Goggin, Freeman, and Joyce; see also Elizabeth Lockwood, "'Imponderable Matters':  The Influence of New Trends in Social History on Appraisal at the National Archives," American Archivist 53:3 (Summer 1990), 394-405, Frederic Miller, "Use, Appraisal, and Research:  A Case Study of Social History," American Archivist 49:4 (Fall 1986), 371-92, and William J. Jackson, “The 80/20 Archives:  A Study of Use and Its Implications,” Archival Issues 22:2 (1997), 133-45, and Mark A. Greene, “’The Surest Proof’:  The Use of Business Records and Implications for Appraisal,” Archivaria 45 (Spring 1998), 127-69.  http://journals.sfu.ca/archivar/index.php/archivaria/article/view/12229/13253 Republished in Rand Jimerson, ed., American Archival Studies:  Readings in Theory and Practice (Chicago, 2000), 301-44.  Largely rejecting the idea that use is important in appraisal, and thus hewing more closely to the European tradition articulated by Hilary Jenkinson in the early part of this century (for a summary of Jenkinson's views, see Duranti, "The Concept of Appraisal and Archival Theory," 334-39) are Roy C. Turnbaugh, "Archival Mission and User Studies," Midwestern Archivist 11:1 (1986), 27-33; Roy Turnbaugh, "Plowing the Sea:  Appraising Public Records in an Ahistorical Culture," American Archivist 53 (Fall 1990), 562-65; Karen Benedict, "Invitation to a Bonfire:  Reappraisal and Deaccessioning of Records as Collection Management Tools in an Archives--A Reply to Leonard Rapport," American Archivist 47:1 (Winter 1984), 43-49.  
  However, Eastwood's argument begs the question of how (or indeed whether) to evaluate use--the number of times a piece of evidence is requested; the number of times it actually proves "useful" to the user; is the quality of use to be weighed along with the quantity; are some users more important than others?. These are hardly hypothetical questions.  A few years ago at the Minnesota Historical Society we confronted  a vocal group of amateur railroad history researchers who vigorously petitioned us to acquire the roughly 1000 cubic feet of Authorization for Expenditures (AFEs) for the Soo Line Railroad as part of the historical records of the company.  That these researchers would have used these records (evidence of financial transactions from purchasing shovels to building marshaling yards) there was no doubt (in their minds or ours); the use would have been almost entirely for the purposes of constructing scale models and exhaustive histories of the equipment and supplies used by the Soo Line.  In essence we turned our back on this use and suggested to the railroad that the AFEs be destroyed.  Did we thus support or undermine the "preservation of a lasting cultural memory" (Eastwood, "A Social Theory of Appraisal," 84)?  If we had accessioned the AFEs and thus been forced to turn away (for lack of shelf space, if nothing else) the 50 cubic feet of records from the early venture capital firm First Midwest Capital--use of which was far less certain--would we have been closer or farther from adequately fulfilling Eastwood's charge to be "documentary memory keeper and facilitator" for Minnesota (ibid, 80)?  The request by labor historians (see Rumm, "Working Through the Records") for preservation of detailed employee records poses exactly the same dilemma--accepting such records from the Soo Line (or any other company) decreases the records we can accept from other companies (or non-business sources)--whose "use" needs take priority and why?
  Such questions must have precise answers if current and past use are to provide "us with empirical grounds on which to rest our projections" of future use, and thus provide a basis for appraisal.. Oddly, having claimed empirical objectivity for his theory, Eastwood rejects the notion of asserting "ideal values, universal values of the preservation of archives" and refuses to permit demonstrable lack of use to validate reappraisal.  


Hans Boom presented a different take on social appraisal in 1992. Hans Booms, "Society and the Formation of the Documentary Heritage:  Issues in the Appraisal of Archival Sources," Hermina Joldersma and Richard Klumpenhouwer, trans., Archivaria 24 (Summer 1987), pp. 69-107.  Hans Boom, "Uberliferungsbildung: Keeping Archives as a Social and Political Activity," Archivaria 33 (Winter 1991-92): 31-33.
 In a nutshell Booms (a West German archivist) argued that appraisal should be based on the functions, events, and individuals considered most significant at the time by the public—i.e., that public opinion should both legitimize and dictate archival appraisal.  While this approach could certainly be employed by collecting archives, it was formulated, as with macro appraisal, for government archives.  Its strength, involving public perception to influence appraisal, was also its weakness:  having majorities decide what is significant runs the great danger of undervaluing “marginal” and minority actors and issues. A less sweeping application of Booms’ idea that the public should have a hand in appraisal is found in Stephen Yorke, “Great Expectations or None at All:  The Role and Significance of Community Expectations in the Appraisal Function,” Archives and Manuscripts 28:1 (2000), 24-37.


Documentation strategy was one appraisal theory specifically formulated to apply to manuscripts repositories. Documentation strategy began as an effort to extrapolate a broad model from the specific effort to coordinate documentation of research projects in physics.  The prototype effort at the American Institute of Physics, which began in the 1960s, hoped to help the institutions whose scientists were involved in multi-institution projects, effectively document the project as a whole.. Larry Hackman and Joan Warnow-Blewett, "The Documentation Strategy Process:  A Model and a Case Study," American Archivist, 50 (Winter 1987), 29-47, presents a case study of the American Institute of Physics efforts.  Also, e-mail from Joan Warnow-Blewett to the authors, 16 April 1996.
  Since the mid-1980s, however, documentation strategy has been represented as a much broader and more ambitious concept.. The broader documentation strategy appears to begin with Helen Willa Samuels, "Who Controls the Past," American Archivist 49 (Spring 1986), 109-24.  See also Hackman and Blewett, 12-29; Philip N. Alexander and Helen W. Samuels, "The Roots of 128:  A Hypothetical Documentation Strategy," American Archivist, 50 (Fall 1987), 518-31; Richard J. Cox and Helen W. Samuels, "The Archivist's First Responsibility:  A Research Agenda to Improve the Identification and Retention of Records of Enduring Value," Frank Boles and Frank G. Burke, "Commentary," American Archivist, 51 (Winter/Spring 1988), 28-51; Karen Dawley Paul, project director, The Documentation of Congress (Washington, DC, 1993); Richard J. Cox, "The Documentation Strategy and Archival Appraisal Principles: A Different Perspective," Archivaria 38 (Fall 1994): 11-36; see, too, the interesting gloss in Reed, "Appraisal and Disposal," 199.  In addition to the critiques offered by Burke and Boles, an excellent analysis of documentation strategy is Terry Abraham, "Collection Policy or Documentation Strategy:  Theory and Practice," American Archivist 54:1 (Winter 1991), 44-53; from an entirely different perspective, attacking documentation strategy for focusing too much on content and not enough on context, see Cook, "Documentation Strategy," 181-89.
    

This broader documentation strategy (which is the version most archivists are today familiar with) presents an approach for the "adequate documentation" of a specific geographic area, topic, process, or event, leading to the ultimate goal -- "the natural dispersion of the integrated documentation of modern society.". Samuels, "Improving Our Disposition," p. 126.
    This is an ambitious and inspiring but unrealistic vision based on two unworkable assumptions.  First, adequacy of documentation implies that there is (or can be) broad consensus on universal appraisal criteria; as Richard Cox has stated clearly, "the criteria that provide the basis for archival appraisal decisions are independent of records creators and their institutions and are generic to recorded information.". Cox, "The Documentation Strategy," 21; emphasis in original.  If appraisal criteria is universal, it is curious that proponents of documentation strategy themselves are not agreed whether the documentation plan should focus on functional issues or searches for specific record types.  In this regard, contrast Hackman and Blewett, "The Documentation Strategy Process," p. 24, with Alexander and Samuels, "The Roots of 128," p. 526.  
  This is an unsupported--and I believe insupportable--postulate, and one that unrealistically raises the expectation of our public and resource allocators that there is an objectively definable end point to documentation efforts.  

Second, documentation strategy argues that single archives or repositories are not the proper locus of documentation and appraisal decisions.  From its roots in the interinstitutional nature of scientific research many documentation strategists have extrapolated to a hypothetical world where a) the records of no institution are usefully complete in themselves and b) no archives or repository can on its own usefully document any institution, topic, or geographic area.. In particular, see Samuels, "Who Controls the Past?" 110-13; Hackman and Blewett, "The Documentation Strategy Process," 45-46; Cox, "The Documentation Strategy," pp. 21-22
  Few would quarrel with the need for greater cooperation among institutions, but documentation strategy posits that independent repositories should become not only partners in but agents of a central documentation plan.  For better or worse, however, few repositories have a clientele or resource allocators who see their institution's mission as helping to document all of modern society--the missions are inevitably narrower and more selfish than that.. The best critiques to date of the inter-institutional philosophy behind documentation strategy, are:  Boles "Mix Two Parts," 363-67 and Boles, Archival Appraisal, 103; and Tim Ericson’s analysis of the failure of the Milwaukee documentation strategy project, “To Approximate June Pasture:  The Documentation Strategy in the Real World,” Archival Issues 22:1 (1997), 5-20.  Even Karen Dawly Paul, project director, The Documentation of Congress (Washington, 1992) which has been cited by proponents of documentation strategy as a stellar example, does nothing if not exemplify the limitations of documentation strategy.  The project brought a team together to identify a documentation area, the extant resources, and the documentary needs, but there is no structure (or funding) for implementing the strategy or for measuring or reviewing progress that may occur through the voluntary and uncoordinated efforts of interested repositories. 
  

Pragmatically it seems to make more sense to improve the mechanisms of the archival invisible hand, improving the acquisition policies and methods of individual repositories working independently (but not competitively) to acquire better documentation overall.. Max J. Evans, "The Visible Hand:  Creating a Practical Mechanism for Cooperative Appraisal," Midwestern Archivist 11:1 (1986), 7-13, called for a concrete system of sharing appraisal decisions among state government archives to promote better informed, and possibly more consistent, appraisal decisions for similar records.  This proposal is being put into practice by the Intergovernmental Cooperative Appraisal Program (ICAP), which has already completed a pilot project involving state and federal appraisal and retention of Food Stamp records (Food Stamp Records Project:  Final Report, March 1995).  
   More useful, it seems to me, but along similar lines, is another Canadian concept, “Total Archives,” which argues, at the micro level, that special media should not be appraised and described out of context to the more traditional material to which it was probably linked by provenance and, at the macro level, that government records, organizational and business records, and personal and family papers (not to mention newspapers, library books, and other sources) are all part of a larger and usually interconnected documentary universe. 

At the micro level Total Archives serves as a corrective to the tendency to see “special media” (whether it be photos and videos or floppy disks) as somehow separate and apart from the “real” documentary record.  At the macro level, Total Archives presents more broadly a reminder for collecting institutions of any kind to be aware of what exists (and which institutions are collecting) beyond the particular parameters of a single institutional collecting mission.    

Writings on documentation and appraisal in the late 1990s were based on two dramatically different premises and offer dramatically different approaches.  On the one hand there is the University of Pittsburgh’s “functional requirements” model, which suggests a) that it is useless and even wrong to take records out of their institutional context (in Richard Cox’s words, the age of collecting is over); b) that appraisal is about building record-keeping systems that preserve evidence of transactions—“information” is of no concern to archivists, “evidence” is the only thing we should be worried about maintaining.  Just about everything written by the participants in the Pittsburgh Project was posted on a now defunct website at <http://www.lis.pitt.edu/~nhprc/>.  The best surviving description if Richard J. Cox, “The Record: Is It Evolving?” Records and Retrieval Report 10:3 (March 1994), 12-13.  One rebuttal to this perception of records is Mark A. Greene, “The Power of Meaning:  The Mission of Archives in the Postmodern World,” American Archivist 65:1 (2002), 42-55.  
  

On the other hand there is something called the Minnesota Method which Todd Daniels-Howell and I co-wrote (and which you can read all about by coughing up $34.95 to SAA for The Records of American Business book).  The Method not only assumes that collecting will be with us for a long time yet, but tries explicitly to connect a process for appraising records creators with a process for appraising actual records.  It also presents both a general approach (what questions need to be asked) with specific details of how one repository actually put the approach into practice (it is not a hypothetical case study).  What has engendered the most debate, however, and what may set the Method most apart from previous appraisal writing, is that it gives very specific examples of how not to collect so much stuff. Mark A. Greene and Todd J. Daniels-Howell, “Documentation with an Attitude:  A Pragmatist’s Guide to Selection and Acquisition of Modern Business Records,” James O’Toole, ed. Records of American Business (SAA, 1997), 161-229.
  How much all this helps in practice I am not quite egotistical enough to say, though the outlines of the theory have been employed for collecting business records in Australia and for collecting faculty papers at Yale. Jane Ellen, Trevor Hart, Michael Piggott and David Merrett, “Making archival choices for business history,” Australian Economic History Review 2004 44:2 185. Tom Hyry, Diane Kaplan, Christine Weideman, “Though this be madness, yet there is Method in 't: Assessing the value of faculty papers and defining a collecting policy,” American Archivist 2002, vol. 65, no1, pp. 56-69. 


As something of a cap to appraisal writing in the 20th century I contributed a new formulation of an old idea, that selecting material should be based on the material’s utility to researchers. Mark A. Greene, “’The Surest Proof’”.
 My argument was based in part on the argument as old as Schellenberg that archival material is acquired and preserved to be used, and in part on evidence that large series of material traditionally preserved by archivists were studiously ignored by researchers, whereas certain series traditionally considered somewhat marginal were used heavily.  The article admits that appraisal based on use is far from perfect, but suggests that it is the best approach we have given our limited resources, political realities, and other practical concerns.  

Since then, there has been relatively little new in appraisal writing, with one partial exception.  That is the argument, applied to archives administration more broadly than solely to appraisal, that archivists must more consciously and clearly recognize and account for their dramatic and decisive impact on shaping the historical record. This and the two succeeding paragraphs are drawn from Mark A. Greene, “The Power of Archives:  Archivists’ Values and Value in the Postmodern Age,” American Archivist 72:1 (Spring/Summer 2009), 25-26, online at http://archivists.metapress.com/content/k0322x0p38v44l53/fulltext.pdf" http://archivists.metapress.com/content/k0322x0p38v44l53/fulltext.pdf 
  This contention, derived from postmodern philosophy, attacks the remnants of objectivity and neutrality with which archivists from Jenkinson on have sought to cloak their actions.  It is my contention that our values include a recognition, acceptance, and deliberate application of our own agency in the work we do with records and users. This simply means that we are neither neutral nor objective Some incisive commentators, such as Rand Jimerson, suggest that archivists should strive for objectivity but not neutrality. I believe we should strive for both while realizing we can attain neither. Rand Jimerson, “Archives for All: Professional Responsibility and Social Justice,” American Archivist 70 ( Fall/Winter 2007): 270–72.
 protectors and transmitters of primary sources, but shapers and interpreters of the sources as well. Archivists have to understand, accept, and work within the reality that we—through our selection, through our description, and even through our marketing—do as much to create the documentation of the past as the individuals and organizations that generated the records in the first place. For example, Fran Blouin has written that archivists “will need to become much more aware of our role as mediators, that is, mediators between records creators and records repositories, between archives and users, between conceptions of the past and extant documentation,” Francis X. Blouin, “Archivists, Mediation, and the Constructs of Social Memory,” Archival Issues 24, no. 2 (1999): 111. Others outside the archives profession note the importance of our mediating role. “[Your discipline] is about appraising and keeping records of history-making events and the acts spoken by history-makers, and doing that in a way that allows you to be effective partners for those history-makers in their re-membering of the past,” Chauncey Bell, “Re-membering the Past: Organizational Change: What Is It, and What Does It Mean for Records Professionals?,” keynote address to the Annual Meeting of the National Association of Government Archivists and Records Administrators, Sacramento, California, 17 July 1997 (emphasis added), available at www.mybestdocs.com under “Guest Authors,” accessed 20 January 2009. Bell was at the time senior vice president of Business Design Associates.
  
During appraisal this agency is most clear—by making any selection at all not only within record groups but among them as well, we are deliberately and irrevocably shaping the archival record. But we also influence the record, or at least the way in which researchers encounter and understand the record, by our organizational and descriptive choices and by our interactions in the reading room. Digitization, too, increasingly shapes the historical record because of the growing tendency of certain researchers to assume that only what is available on the Web is extant. 

Agency is neither good nor bad, it just is an ineluctable part of what we do—we need to accept, understand, and communicate this agency to our resource allocators and researchers; it is part of our power. How? It is part of our ability to shed the image that “archives hark to the past, seem passive, stored, compared to more current, ongoing, aggressive demands” Levy and Roble, “The Image of Archivists,” ii.
 on resource allocators’ attention and funds. It is part of our ability to claim importance and relevance: we make decisions that define what our institutions and society can remember, attain, conceive; we actively shape the way that users encounter our materials and the way they in turn shape the past, including controlling what portions of the past are easily accessible to all and which are accessible only to our physical visitors. We should be proud of these decisions, not shrink from them.

But back to appraisal.  It remains largely true, as Margaret Hedstrom noted several years ago, that "both the theory and methods are inadequate and inflexible for appraising contemporary records.". Margaret Hedstrom, "New Appraisal Techniques:  The Effect of Theory on Practice," Provenance 7:2 (Fall 1989), p. 2.
  Most surveys of archival appraisal literature creates the feeling, as Barbara Craig has said with some eloquence, as though we have been chasing a chimera: 

	that shining white future, where all problems of acquisition will be solved by the application of the right theory of appraisal.  By discussing appraisal and particularly the history of appraisal in a moral discourse, the right decisions taken in the past become accidents, while the wrong are the result of a faulty theory.  By looking for What is Right and What is Wrong, we create an artifical dichotomy that is not only useless in a practical sense, but misleading because it blurs the nuances which give reality its unique form and substance.. Barbara L. Craig, "The Acts of the Appraisers:  The Context, the Plan and the Record," Archivaria 34 (Summer 1992), 176.


Craig goes on to ask, "Would we not be better served and satisfied if we separated theory from method?". Ibid, 177.  
 It may well be that the question is not really one of theory versus method, however; lack of nuance and subjectivity can be errors found in method as well as theory, after all.. Conversely, as Terry Eastwood has said, "theory in the archivist's hands is only so good as it serves the work" ("Towards a Social Theory of Appraisal," 72).  This sentiment is pragmatic to the core.  Though the distinction between method and theory may be an important one, the distinction remains blurry (at least to me) within the archival canon.  I have avoided attempting to categorize other appraisal writing as "theory" or "method" for this reason, and because the distinction does not seem to have a great deal of pragmatic value for our daily work.  
  It is a method that acknowledges and responds to the "form and substance"--and complexity--of reality which we as archivists need.  

We also need more focus on the practical application of theory/method, something that has been almost wholly ignored in appraisal writing—how do we actually implement decisions (whichever method/theory they are based on) in the real world where we never have enough time to analyze records, often have to make decisions in front of records creators, and must reckon with the limitations of our processing and storage resources. I have taken a very modest step in this direction in one part of an article forthcoming in American Archivist, “MPLP, It’s Not Just for Processing Anymore,” in which I argue that we must take the same kinds of pragmatic shortcuts to appraisal that must be taken in processing, so that we can more realistically grapple with the always increasing quantity of potential acquisitions. As with processing we must accept that the size of modern collections is simply too great to permit the luxury of item—and even often file—level appraisal.  We must accept that we cannot afford to be 100% certain that no document that might possibly be of value to someone is discarded.  As Ham noted fifteen years ago, “today’s information-laden world has lessened the value of any single set of records; the documents may be unique but the information is usually not.” F. Gerald Ham, Selecting and Appraising Archives and Manuscripts (SAA, 1993), p. 72.  We must accept that “good enough” is better than “one of these days.”

I believe we must also accept relatively modest goals for the ultimate outcome of the sum of all our appraisal efforts.  The idea that archivists should accept the mission of “documenting society” is a noble goal but one that cannot be met to the satisfaction of any identifiable constituency, and by claiming it I fear we risk eroding rather than building the status of archives within society.  In addition, those who believe our mission is documenting society suggest that the goal of appraisal is objective and universal, arguing that all archives should be working toward what Gerry Ham called “an informed selection of information that will provide the future with a representative record of human experience in our time” F. Gerald Ham, "The Archival Edge," American Archivist (January 1975), 5.  This was echoed both in the goal defined by documentation strategy advocates of “adequate” documentation of a region, process, or topic, and in 1992 by a query from Gerald George, in the NHPRC publication Annotations, in which he asked how the Commission could show to Congress that “everything that Americans are going to need to understand their history” was being preserved.  
 or "the natural dispersion of the integrated documentation of modern society.".. Helen W. Samuels, "Improving Our Disposition:  Documentation Strategy," Archivaria 33 (Winter 1991-92), p. 126.    Rather, I think we must settle for a realistic and sustainable basis to improve documentation of 20th century history within the constraints of an overwhelming records universe, unrealistically grand repository goals and all-too-realistic limited resources, and an imperfect but educated understanding of the needs of varied users.  Though not so noble a goal, surely it is daunting enough in practice.


