
This essay explores the question of whether records pro-
fessionals are as aware of the ethical dimensions of their
work as they should be. It consider first the historical and
professional context of archival ethics, then examines a
recent case about business archives involving the author
that suggests the need for renewed attention to profes-
sional ethics, and concludes with a discussion about
how archivists might reconsider the ethical dimensions
of their work.

The task of the philosopher is neither to belittle truth nor to
exalt it, neither to deny it nor to defend it, but to explain why
we need the concept and what it is to possess it. (Dummett,
2004, p. 116)

Introduction

We live and work in a time when there are many challenges
to archives and records management. National security, privacy,
intellectual property, a fragile digital documentary heritage,
and a host of other issues require that society’s records keep-
ers be vigilant about technical, administrative, legal, and
ethical matters (see Harris, 2005). These turbulent times re-
quire archivists to buoy public faith in the trustworthiness of
archival institutions and the people who work there, and “they
[archivists] must be able to make reference to codified ethics
in order to proffer a justification for that faith” (Dingwall,
2004, p. 20). Yet, the growing number of writings in the past
decade in the international archival community about matters
of recordkeeping and accountability, public policy, and societal
issues have occurred apart from the writings about profession-
al ethics. Not only are there reasons for why this has happened
but there are consequences as well.

Archivists and records managers strive to work ethically,
both groups possessing ethics codes, regularly reading about
ethics in their professional literatures, and attending confer-
ence sessions and workshops on this topic. This essay explores
the question of whether records professionals are as aware of
the ethical dimensions of their work as they should be. 

I consider first the historical and professional context of
archival ethics, then examine a recent case about business
archives involving the author that suggests the need for
renewed attention to professional ethics, and conclude with
a discussion about how archivists might reconsider the
ethical dimensions of their work. Since there is no clear
consensus about the particulars of archival ethics, what I am
writing here may be received by some as being controver-
sial, misguided, or even misinformed. It is why records
professionals must rethink this aspect of their work.

The Background of Archival Ethics

In 1980, the Society of American Archivists (SAA)
approved its first official ethics code; since then, it has been
revised twice (in 1992 and again in 2005), about the same
time as the more broadly defined information professions
were grappling with this area (M.M. Smith, 1997). Prior to
this SAA code, the National Archives had adopted a docu-
ment in 1955 called “The Archivist’s Code,” functioning as
the semi-official ethics guide for the North American profes-
sion until SAA’s efforts. The earliest SAA code seemed
designed for display (like that of its National Archives and
Records Administration predecessor) while the 1992 code,
with an ample commentary, was designed for use (or so that
was part of the reasoning behind it). The most recent version
has removed the commentary, reflecting the SAA leader-
ship’s convictions that the code is not enforceable, that it
subjects the Society to potential legal liability, and that the
code with commentary muddles its meaning and usefulness
(Benedict, 2004).

Through these decades of discussion about archival ethics
codes, we can discern their general limitations. The Associa-
tion of Records Administrators and Managers’ (ARMA)
adoption of a code a decade and a half after the first of SAA’s
codes suggests such weaknesses, with an emphasis primarily
to claim professional status (an ethics code being a benchmark
for this) rather than providing any directives that can be
monitored or enforced (Lytle, 1998; Pemberton, 1996, 1998).

Archivists and records managers have been writing about
ethical issues for a number of decades, although not as much

JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN SOCIETY FOR INFORMATION SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY, 59(7):1128–1133, 2008

Archival Ethics: The Truth of the Matter

Richard J. Cox
School of Information Sciences, University of Pittsburgh, 648 LIS Building, 135 N. Bellefield Avenue, Pittsburgh,
PA 15260. E-mail: rcox@mail.sis.pitt.edu

© 2008 ASIS&T • Published online 15 April 2008 in Wiley InterScience
(www.interscience.wiley.com). DOI: 10.1002/asi.20852 

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by D-Scholarship@Pitt

https://core.ac.uk/display/12203324?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1


JOURNAL OF THE AMERICAN SOCIETY FOR INFORMATION SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY—May 2008 1129
DOI: 10.1002/asi

as on other topics (at least, until very recently). In 1982, Karen
Benedict urged that “particular attention should be paid to the
subject of ethics for business archivists, because their posi-
tions and responsibilities are somewhat different from the rest
of the profession and include a higher probability of involve-
ment in protracted litigation” (p. 314). American archivists,
beyond discoursing on the general parameters of the SAA
ethics code at various times (Horn, 1989), also have focused
their attention on certain aspects of archival functions and their
ethical implications or challenges, such as access, processing,
and collecting (Becker, 1983; Cain, 1993; Danielson, 1989,
1997; Miller, 1989; Wilsted, 1993). Archivists, internationally,
also have reflected on a variety of ethical issues concerning
the formulating of ethics codes (Cooke, 1987; Russell, 1976)
as well as their basic functions such as preservation and access
(Baynes-Cope, 1988; MacNeil, 1991).

By and large, however, the focus on ethics in the records
professions has been on the role that codes play, usually the
practical values clustering around the public responsibility
of archivists and records managers (Hill, 1998, p. 74). We
can speculate just how useful codes are in practice. Others
have depicted the limitations of codes, with their focus
on rules and procedures, in complex and ever-changing
environments (Wengert, 2001), or simply have alluded to the
range of concerns and challenges that extend far beyond
what is represented in codes (Froelich, 1992). Obviously, it
is far easier to consider conceptually the role, content, and
use of professional ethics codes than it is to explore specifi-
cally the murkier matters of ethical practice, failings, and
successes.

Records professionals in the field usually demand more
knowledge about computer applications or technical stan-
dards than about ethical approaches for their entry-level hires.
It is a professional dilemma, one suggesting that archivists
and records managers are both unsure about the primacy of
ethics codes and the foundations upon which they are built,
even though some give ethical matters more credence. In a
discussion about records retention scheduling in law firms,
Barr, Chiaiese, and Nemchek (2003) observed that “Unlike
many types of corporations and businesses whose record-
keeping practices are regulated by statutes and/or adminis-
trative regulations, records retention practices in the legal
environment derive from ethical and/or disciplinary rules
governing lawyer behavior” (p. 266). This characteristic
may not be universal, however, as some archivists and
records managers such as in corporations have adopted a
market-centric definition of their work, potentially diminish-
ing the role of ethical considerations.

There are challenges with professional ethics, often gen-
erated by defining such concepts as ethics or accountability.
For many, ethics implies a philosophical or religious matter,
and we would be wrong to ignore the implications of such
elements. No one should discount this aspect when they
consider that archives, libraries, and museums and their
documentary and artifact collections are often targeted for
destruction because of their religious, cultural, and other sym-
bolic values (Knuth, 2003; Raven, 2004) or, for example, that

individuals with strong religious perspectives can provide
illuminating insights into ethical and moral challenges
(Carter, 2005). And it is especially significant for archivists
and records managers, particularly those working in corpo-
rations, when they consider that some forms of financial
records are reflective of religious attitudes from centuries
ago (Aho, 2005).

When I use ethics or accountability, I am focusing on
applied concepts such as choosing right over wrong, recog-
nizing that we can often debate the nuances of what might be
right or wrong but that we cannot ignore such aspects in our
work (Truth in records or truthful records is a fundamental
part of the legacy of archival and records management
theory and practice.) Anita Allen (2004) provided a sense of
what I mean by ethics: “Workplace ethics require diligence,
excellence, pride of accomplishment, and integrity. The kind
of integrity required begins with honesty, respect for the
person and property of others, and self-control” (p. 111).
This is close to what some have termed ethical thinking,
understanding that “human behavior has consequences for
the welfare of others,” and that there is a “common core of
general ethical principles” (Paul & Eder, 2003, p. 2). This is
a definition that often captures at least part of the reasons
why organizations and individuals keep and administer their
documents and the information contained in them.

What do I mean by accountability, a term only beginning
to be analyzed closely? (Meijer, 2000). I use accountability to
refer to processes related to individuals and organizations
answering to a higher authority, the assessment of compliance
and carrying-out of required activities and functions, and re-
porting on the effectiveness of performing certain tasks and
responsibilities. Accountability brings together, under one
umbrella, notions of responsibility, liability, laws and regu-
lations, and transparency of activities. In terms of archives,
records, and information, accountability assumes issues
such as explaining the importance of records, working
against unwarranted secrecy, the importance of corporate
and societal memory, and trust that is necessary between gov-
ernment and its citizens (Cox & Wallace, 2002). Account-
ability and ethics go hand in hand.

Corporate Archives and the Ethical Quest

For a while, corporate scandals replaced government
ones as the focal point of ethical, legal, and policy contro-
versies in society as well as in the records professions. The
Enron/Arthur Andersen scandals and the dramatic stories of
the shredding of Enron’s records and the collapse of auditing
practices gained extensive media coverage as well as gener-
ated insider accounts and caused the refurbishing of business
management books that had made Enron an exemplar of
innovation. The kinds of professionals who work for these
entities, including archivists and records managers, must
consider ethical matters as an essential aspect of the admin-
istration of records and information.

In a recent history of the corporation, the commenta-
tors offered this historical note about corporations and ethics:
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“In general, companies have become more ethical: more hon-
est, more humane, more socially responsible” (Micklethwait
& Woolridge, 2003, p. xx). While indeed some companies
such as Lockheed Martin have established major ethics
programs, the results of such programs are “difficult and con-
troversial” to ascertain (Terris, 2005, p. 4). To my knowledge,
there have been no studies of corporations with ethics pro-
grams concentrated on records management, except for the
ironic descriptions of Enron’s stress on both an ethics code
and a corporate consulting program for businesses interested
in strengthening their workers’ sensitivity to ethical matters.

Ethics codes can become useless in the corporate environ-
ment that has spun out of control. And records managers 
and archivists should have plenty of reason to reconsider and
recommit themselves to the importance of professional ethics
and accountability, especially as measures to counter such
corporate shenanigans (e.g., the Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002)
dictate many new recordkeeping measures potentially trans-
forming what such records professionals do. Although the
long-term implications of these scandals and the various
legislative and regulatory responses cannot yet be seen, it is
clear that they have shone public light on records manage-
ment practices such as records destruction that were not pre-
viously well understood. At the least, archivists and records
managers are operating in a new kind of environment where
ethical conduct, compliance, and accountability are more
prominent as the factors defining their mission and driving
their work.

The importance of corporate ethics or corporate social
responsibility has intensified greatly, with an immense out-
pouring of writings about such concerns (see Brown, 2005;
Vogel, 2005). Has this movement had any impact on corpo-
rate archives and their thinking?

Despite the growth of interest in corporate ethics and social
responsibility matters, there is little in the business archives or
records management literature that addresses this topic. While
the business archives and records management literature is not
extensive, there are a number of substantial essays where one
might expect discussion of ethical matters, among the many
other issues considered. Yet, despite the obvious ethical chal-
lenges corporate archivists face, these professionals seem not
to have engaged with this aspect of their work. Prominent busi-
ness archivist Elizabeth Adkins (1997), in her fine assessment
of the development of American business archives just about a
decade ago, hardly mentions any aspect that might be termed
ethical, probably reflecting the general lack of attention to this
topic in the literature and profession to that point. Fifteen years
before Adkins’s effort, overviews of American corporate
archives generally included no mention of ethical issues, often
trying to make the case about how much of an asset an archives
program could be (Anderson, 1982; D.R. Smith, 1982). The
emphasis on the corporate archivist serving the corporation
and its business interests seemed to dominate the writings of
many such professionals (Coulson, 1993; Rabchuk, 1997). Es-
says about particular types of corporate archives usually gloss
over ethical issues, even when focusing on basic questions and
concerns supporting or detracting from archival operations. It

should be the case that as corporate archivists have tried to
relate their mission to their role in supporting their employing
business, they also should identify where there may be ethical
and legal problems in taking on such an agenda.

For archivists to become capitalists and serve their
employers’ needs seems fine, but what about matters such
as professional ethics? Certainly business archivists must
connect their mission and activities to those of their for-profit
employers, and there have been excellent assessments of this
relationship (G.D. Smith, 1982); yet, to relegate profession-
al ethics and other public good responsibilities under the
financial bottom line seems foolhardy at best. Deborah
Gardner, commenting on the 1982 cluster of articles on
business archives published in the American Archivist, did
not mention ethics as a concern, believing that the case for
their programs is “keyed to justifications that clearly define
the archival function as part of corporate culture and organi-
zation,” including being an “income-producing center” and
relegating the use of the archival resources by scholars and
other researchers as being “an important public service” but
primarily one as valued as an asset to the corporation itself
(pp. 294–295).

Some observers have hinted at the ethical problems facing
corporate archivists and records managers. Historian Duncan
McDowall (1993) speculated as follows: 

One suspects that the litigiousness of our times . . . has bred
a conscious impulse in many executives to avoid the keeping
of any written record of how and why decisions were made.
This same impulse, often combined with an abiding instinct
for self-preservation within the corporation, may explain
why so many executives regard archivists and their purpose
with suspicion. (p. 352)

English archivist Leonard McDonald (1989) worried that
“in the world of business . . . the archivist still tends to adopt
the role of the medieval archivist—defending his master’s
claims to intellectual property against attack by others”
(p. 169). McDonald worried as well about the perceptions of
the archivist, the division in professional cultures, and their
clientele. He noted, for example, that archivists

tend to look harder at what we regard as ethical responsibil-
ities than does general management. General management,
with its expressed intention of responsibility to the share-
holder and to the successful continuity of the Company, has
its own singleminded sense of priorities and ethical
responsibilities. (p. 171)

Other corporate archivists have expressed similar con-
cerns (Bakken, 1982; Van Camp, 1982).

The “Sun Mad” Poster Controversy and 
Archival Ethics

Recently, a minor controversy occurred regarding the use
of a political poster on the cover of the American Archivist
that reflects the challenges of archival ethics in the corporate



sector and that speaks, in my opinion, to the lack of develop-
ment of archival ethics. It is a painful and difficult matter to
write about both because it involves myself and because it is
so easily open to misinterpretation. My intent here is not to
accuse anyone of unethical conduct, but I do believe that the
poster controversy does suggest something of the political,
professional, and societal environments that influence how
archivists and records managers view ethical matters.

Two letters and an editor’s column were published in the
Fall/Winter 2004 issue of the American Archivist regarding
the use of a political poster (originally created in a campaign
against the Sun Maid Corporation, with the poster redrawing
and parodying the well-known corporate logo to be “Sun
Mad”) on the cover of the Fall/Winter 2003 issue of the same
journal (Eppard, 2004). The poster accompanied an essay on
political poster collections (Tschabrun, 2003). A group of
business archivists and another prominent archivist com-
plained that the cover “disturbed” them, believing that the
illustration denigrated corporate archives or archivists work-
ing with corporate records and opened the SAA to legal risk.
The editor’s reasoned response about the criticisms indicated
that he had the SAA’s legal counsel review the use of the poster
and expressed his belief that the journal serves the “whole
archival profession,” suggesting that disagreement about the
journal’s content and covers always may be present (Eppard,
2004). The controversy spurred me on to write my own letter
to the editor, published in the subsequent issue of the journal
and summarized here (Cox, 2005).

The problems presented in this case relate primarily to the
matters of offending individuals and organizations, as well as
raising the matter, most important to the present essay, of the
mission of corporate archives. In my letter to the editor, I
bluntly asked “Is the mission of corporate archives only to
make their organizations look good or to serve a public rela-
tions purpose?” What about the values of records and their
management for purposes such as legal compliance, evidence
of corporate activities, and accountability? If a company
found such negative documents and artifacts in their posses-
sion such as the political poster used on the journal cover,
would it destroy or bury the objects?

Corporations, and how they administer their records and
information, have always been controversial as recent cor-
porate scandals, leading to new efforts to regulate corporate
accounting practices as witnessed in the Sarbanes-Oxley
Act, indicate. What intrigues me is how the individual func-
tioning as an archivist or a records manager can work in the
corporate environment in any realistic way, adhering to any
sense of professional ethics or mission, without some seri-
ous reflection about the practical implications both of his or
her work and professional behavior codes and standards.
Records can be, by their very nature, inherently controver-
sial. They document good and bad actions, the activities of
evil and exemplary people and organizations, the decisions
by corrupt and stellar government officials and corporate
leaders, and the activities of strong and weak university
administrators and faculty members (just as examples). And it
might be added that records, due to their power as memory

and cultural symbols, inspire strong feelings, just as the bla-
tantly controversial “Sun Mad” poster does.

What this case illustrates is professional self-censorship,
reflecting trends in our society that cannot bode well for the
archival mission. Corporations administering records only to
make themselves look good can hardly be said to understand
larger questions about their role in the commonweal. More-
over, they will fail if they strive to manipulate their own doc-
umentary heritage in such a way. However, the bigger
question is where archivists and records managers will be
and what they will be doing in organizations with such an
agenda. This is the ethical dimension.

The controversy has continued, I suspect because of a
sentence in my letter, repeated in this essay: “What intrigues
me is how the individual functioning as an archivist or
records manager can work in the corporate environment in
any realistic way, adhering to any sense of professional ethics
or mission.” For a while, I regretted writing the letter be-
cause of this, but I am now convinced, more than ever, that
at the heart of the controversy is a fundamental issue relating
to archival ethics, one we have often seemed to avoid deal-
ing with by focusing on code writing. This is what I have
tried to explain more fully in this essay.

Others will continue to have other perspectives about this
matter as well as about what is entailed in what we think of as
professional ethics. Indeed, this was brought home when the
immediate past and current SAA presidents published their
thoughts on the cover controversy in another issue of the
American Archivist (2005, Vol. 68). Randall Jimerson and
Richard Pearce-Moses acknowledged that the controversy had
“raised important questions for professional debate about how
archivists define our professional responsibilities” (p. 202), but
they also expressed concerns “that it is important to receive
expressions of concern from our members with due consider-
ation and respect” (p. 202). Mostly, they opined that “we
should be especially careful to avoid even the appearance of
questioning the ethics of an entire segment of our members”
(p. 203), and that this is important in respecting the “need for
diversity in the archival profession, and it seeks to ensure that
all who are interested in protecting the historical record feel
welcome” (p. 203). Except for this essay, their letter brings to
a close the “Sun Mad” poster controversy. My only additional
comments are that questioning a particular group’s position in
such a debate, one clearly expressed in their own criticism of
others’ actions, should not be interpreted as reflecting on their
motives and ethics; however, there are certainly elements of
this debate that reflect ethical challenges.

This controversy provides no evidence, of course, that any
corporate archives or records management program is de-
stroying in any deliberate fashion records to protect a business
or to provide the best face of the corporation. What it reveals
is a set of attitudes suggesting that individuals in the field may
be ultrasensitive to the possibility that certain activities
may lead to negative press, jeopardizing programs and
careers. Whether this kind of thinking violates the spirit of the
relevant professional ethics codes is a matter others should
debate, but I submit that at best we ought to be troubled about
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such attitudes. In an environment where we have weak ethics
codes, with no enforcement procedures, along with attitudes
suggesting that records professionals may operate out of fear
of drawing negative attention to their programs, we ought to
be concerned whether we can operate effectively in an ethical
fashion or, more importantly, that we can build trust with our
employers, constituents, and the public.

Conclusion

These are dangerous, interesting, and exciting times to be
an archivist or records manager. Given what records profes-
sionals do and the access to evidence they have, just what are
their ethical responsibilities in society and organizations?
When might they, for example, need to become “whistle-
blowers”—individuals who place the welfare of society and
its inhabitants over their own? This is an interesting question
hardly being addressed within the archival and records man-
agement community, but one that will be asked more
frequently, I think, in the future.

There are many practical ethical issues we could consider
that the archivist or records manager might face. Since records
professionals work across their organizations and have access
to most, if not all, the information being generated, it is logi-
cal to assume that they will discover illegal activities, wrong-
doing, and ethical lapses as soon as anyone else in their
workplace. Archivists and records managers have not really
addressed the consequences of such possibilities, instead
choosing to focus on the ethics of their own practice—such as
providing equal access to all researchers, not acquiring docu-
mentary materials of questionable origins and ownership, and
not falsely accusing other archival programs and records pro-
fessionals of unprofessional practice. These are all important
concerns, of course, but they are inwardly focused on activi-
ties that must seem like arcane professional activity to out-
siders and that hardly address the major ethical matters of the
day. The real ethical challenges facing archivists and records
managers have more to do with the shifting shapes of the roles
of governments and other organizations such as corporations
that create a considerable portion of the records and employ
many working records professionals.

Archivists and records managers generally believe that
records are important and that they make a difference in soci-
ety, although sometimes they seem to waffle as much as any
other group about just what this means. They do not want to
be seen as clerks or secretaries, so they develop elaborate
new justifications for their roles, usually tying into the glitzi-
er aspects of the information or knowledge society while
moving them farther from their main responsibility—records.
While some of this falls well within the normal range of pro-
fessional debate and navel-gazing, some of this also weakens
archivists and records managers generating a coherent vision
and articulating a clear mission. Yet, these matters are hardly
as serious as the question of whether archivists and records
managers ought ever to be whistle-blowers, grabbing onto a
higher ethical norm that demands their seeking a different
role in contributing to the public good.

Whistle-blowing—”employees’ reporting of illegal, im-
moral, or illegitimate activities to parties who may be able to
take action” (Miceli & Near, 1988, p. 267)—is rising in
frequency, but it is an issue that has received little attention
by records professionals. Why have records professionals
not addressed this issue? The obvious answer is, of course,
that whistle-blowers destroy their careers and livelihoods,
no matter how right they may seem to be in the public forum;
but this seems too obvious an explanation. More to the point
may be that records managers and archivists tend to be loyal
to their organizations, and confused by what their societal
roles might entail. They are, for example, bombarded by ad-
vice about records retention and destruction instructing them
to protect their organizations.

Records professionals may be ill equipped at this point to
consider the consequences of whistle-blowing, or they may
lack self-confidence or believe that they are powerless given
their professional status and public profile. It is difficult, of
course, to firmly state when someone should go public and
threaten him- or herself with professional self-immolation.

I am not offering a precise list of circumstances that
would indicate when an archivist or records manager should
break ranks and speak out. Not only are there so many vari-
ables at play in this but I must admit that I have not formed
in my own mind a completely satisfactory picture of what is
involved; but like Dummett’s (2004) explication of the rela-
tionship of philosophy and truth, archivists and other records
professionals need to understand why they need the concept
of ethics and practical expressions of ethical behavior, such
as whistle-blowing, to influence their work. Hopefully, what
I offer will generate some dialogue, enabling archivists and
records managers to understand better their responsibilities
in their organizations and society. In some instances, what
may need to be involved is no more than revisiting what peo-
ple have said in the past about ethical issues. For example,
nearly two decades ago, the ARMA ethics code was described
as including the “principle of the free flow of and access to
information in society as a necessary condition for an in-
formed populace and maintenance of democratic processes”
and to “strongly resist, therefore, any pressure or subornation
to mishandle or misuse information or records—even when
proper handling may have an adverse affect on the organiza-
tions for which they work” (Pemberton, 1998, p. 6); one can
wonder how this relates to some of the issues recently on the
minds of some corporate archivists.

In the meantime, the archival and records management
community needs to engage in a number of initiatives relat-
ing to ethics issues. Despite a fairly steady stream of writing
about ethical matters, there is essentially no research on
such concerns. Archivists and records managers need to go
beyond the business of creating ethics codes and instead
need to begin to consider just what roles they really play
within their employing institutions. Historian McDowall
(1993), in mulling over the place of the archivist in the cor-
poration, suggested that historians and archivists can “bring
a disinterested, fresh, and valuable viewpoint to the work of
the corporation. We can be part of the corporation, but not
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necessarily its creature” (p. 356). He did not offer any prac-
tical insights into what such a disinterested role might be,
but that is certainly something records professionals need to
reconsider, and in earnest.
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