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Abstract

Standardization is a very complex process in which many different factors
need to be mediated and harmonized in order to create tools based on the
consensus of the parties involved: standards are the result of a negotiation
process where different perspectives and approaches compete, in a domain
populated by different stakeholders. As such, they may well be qualified as
social constructions. However, the widespread technocratic attitude tends to
hide their very human nature, overstressing the technical aspects and
presenting them as neutral instruments to get to some objectives. Archival
standards are based on consensus, but the level and quality of such consensus
is rarely investigated: as a matter of fact, the creation of international archival
standards has been committed to groups of people representing a well-
identifiable geographical and cultural portion of the whole world,;
nonetheless, they are assumed to serve archival communities all over the
world. Moreover, standardization may be seen as a process of codification of
professional knowledge—as such, it is a biased and historically determined
process. The language, the interpretation of objects and actions, the nature of
professional functions, the definitions of terms and concepts: all standards
rely on these ever-changing factors. Last but not least, digital memory relies
on the use of technical standards in order to be managed, accessed and
preserved; therefore, it is fundamental to investigate the nature of technical
standards along with their biases, in order to understand how they affect
digital memory and its representation, since memory is malleable,
continuously reinterpreted and represented on the basis of the cultural milieu
and available tools. We cannot escape unneutrality but we can raise
awareness of the discretional factors affecting digital memory if we really
want to serve our role of professional mediators between objects and users.


https://core.ac.uk/display/80313922?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1

Keywords: Standard, Archival Description, ISAAD, ISAAR, Unneutrality.

Standardization is a very complex process in which many different factors
need to be mediated and harmonized in order to create tools based on the
consensus of the parties involved. According to the model provided by some
authors (van de Kaa et al. 2007), the emergence of standards is determined
by many factors that can be grouped under five categories: superior design,
mechanisms, stakeholders, dominant agent, and strategy. Such categories
mostly relate to social dynamics — to use an umbrella word — whereas the
technological component is just one of those categories, often not at all the
crucial one. The best does not always win, to put it short: the most
technically advanced solution does not necessarily become the dominant one.
Standards are the result of a negotiation process where different perspectives
and approaches compete, in a domain populated by uncertainty, chance and
human behavior. As such, standards may well be qualified as social
constructions. However, the widespread technocratic attitude tends to hide
the very human nature of standards, overstressing the technical aspects and
presenting them as neutral tools to get to some objectives. Archival standards
— like all standards — are based on consensus but the level and quality of such
consensus is rarely investigated: as a matter of fact, the creation of
international archival standards has been committed to groups of people
representing a well-identifiable geographical and cultural portion of the
whole world; nonetheless, they are called international, and assumed to serve
archival communities all over the world.

The International Council on Archives (ICA) is the largest international, non-
governmental organization devoted to the advocacy and promotion of
archives and archive professionals all over the world. In pursuing its mission,
ICA has developed and issued a set of standards aimed at promoting best
practices, enhancing profession and sharing knowledge. The first one to be
issued, and the most famous one, is ISAD(G), the general international
standard for archival description. The structure of this document is very
simple, since it is a set of twenty-six rules for archival description, where
each rule consists of:

e the name of the element of description governed by the rule;



o the statement of the purpose of incorporating the element in a
description;

o the statement of the general rule applicable to the element; and

e some examples in different languages illustrating the implementation
of the rule.

In particular, the examples are a fundamental, structural component of the
standard: they are systematically associated to each rule, and they are
supposed to serve as a model for diverse communities all over the world. The
description rules in ISAD(G) have quite a theoretical nature, so they can be
interpreted in different ways in different countries and communities, while
the examples deal with the real thing and illustrate real cases, so they affect
the interpretation of the rules significantly, even though they are supposed to
be explicative, not prescriptive. A closer look shows that they present a
peculiarity. In fact, the Italian examples provided throughout the document
refer to either the State Archives in Florence or the regional branch of a small
non-governmental organization (with the exception of one short example
related to the Archival Superintendency in Tuscany), while one would expect
to find examples related to the National Archives, just like in the other
countries’ examples. This is not an issue from an archival point of view,
because description rules are the same, whatever the repository and the
fonds. However, it is indeed a peculiar choice when compared to the
examples coming from the other countries, so a further investigation was
undertaken: all the examples have been listed, associated to the country of
reference, and counted. The results are worth some reflection (see Table 1).

The examples provided in the body of text are 218 in total, and they refer to 6
countries only. Their distribution shows the geo-political bias embedded in
the standard: 41% of the examples refers to Northern America (Canada,
USA) and 55% to English-speaking countries (Canada, USA, Australia). The
remaining 45% is taken by France for a solid 20%, Italy (16%) and Brazil
(8%), plus a single example not associated to any country (see Figure 1).
That is all. Not a great performance for an international standard that is
supposed to be adopted worldwide.



Table 1. ISAD: distribution of the examples (list)

Canada USA Australia France Italy Brazil Unidentified
National Archives |NARA (28) National Direction des archives de France (14) Archivio di Arquivo a1
of Canada (1) Archives of Stato di Firenze | Nacional (18)

Australia (14) a9)
York University Minnesota National Centre historique des archives nationales | Istituto storico
Archives (21) Historical Library of 12) della Resistenza
Society (27) Australia (17) in Toscana
a14)
University of Centre des archives contemporaines (1) Sovrintendenza
North Carolina archivistica per
(10) la Toscana (1)
University of Service des archives du ministére de la
California (1) Justice (1)
Emory Archives communales de Nantes (1)
University (2)
Archives départmentales de la Mayenne
“)
Archives départementales de la Savoie (1)
Archives départementales de Paris (1)
Archives département. d’Ille-et-Vilaine (4)
Archives départementales du Jura (1)
Archives départementales de I’Essonne (1)
Archives départementales de la Marne (1)
Archives départem. de la Seine-et-Marne
(€3]
Archives départementales de 1I’Ain (1)
Total: 22 Total: 68 Total: 31 Total: 44 Total: 34 Total: 18 Total: 1
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Figure 1. ISAD: distribution of the examples (pie chart)

ISAD also provides an appendix with a list of full examples, that is, a list of
complete descriptions of archival units (as opposed to the examples in the
body of text, which focus on the specific rule they are meant to illustrate).
The situation does not get any better (see Table 2).

Table 2. ISAD: distribution of the full examples (list)

Canada USA Australia France Italy Brazil
National Archives |NARA (3)|National Direction des |Istituto storico Arquivo
of Canada (1) Library of |archives de |della Resistenza |Nacional

Australia (2)|France (1) in Toscana (1) a
York University Archivio di Stato
Archives (1) di Firenze (1)
Victoria
University. Pratt
Library (1)




|T0tal: 3 |T0tal: 3 |T0tal: 2 |Total: 1 |T0tal: 2 |Total: 1 |
The full examples are 12 in total and they still refer to 6 countries only. The
power ratio is even more meaningful: Northern America plus Australia get
the two thirds of the pie (67%), and the rest is left to Italy, Brazil and France
(see Figure 2).
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Figure 2. ISAD: distribution of the full examples (pie chart)

In addition to the quantitative analysis, such data provides matter for some
qualitative considerations. A remarkable feature is that nearly all the
Canadian examples are based on archival materials held by the York
University Archives, which was the place of work of one of the Canadian
members of the committee that wrote the standard. On the one hand, archives
are archives whatever their repository, so this is not a relevant aspect. On the
other hand, it is surprising to see how very specific, personal circumstances
affect the content of a standard, to the point that they are embedded into it.
On the one hand, it is quite natural, rather, appropriate to rely on the work
experience of those contributing the elaboration of a standard, because the
deep knowledge of certain real cases ensures that the examples are properly
designed and fit well the standard, so enhancing its overall quality. On the



other hand, personal experiences are supposed to be mediated by and diluted
through the standardization process, which should be the place where
different, often competing forces and attitudes find an equilibrium.
Therefore, it is not strange to read examples coming from local, possibly
peculiar realities—it is strange not to find a balance, and discover that nearly
all the examples come from the same local institution.

The Italian examples show a similar remarkable feature: they all refer to
archival institutions in Tuscany, the same region and the same institutions
where the Italian member of the committee had been working for a long
time. Definitely, this raises up the question: to what extent personal
experience and discretional choices should inform an archival standard?
Knowledge and experience are biased, and so are standards, therefore this
may seem an idle question. In fact, the point is not to reject individual
contributions—rather, diversity is a determining factor for the quality of a
standard. The point is to understand that archival standards should be built on
such diversity, so the real issue is not to limit the discretional choices, but
rather to provide enough space for them, so that a balance can be found and
no single voice prevails—after all, some byzantine procedures of the
standardization process aim at this objective. Going back to ISAD(G), the
question is whether the examples provided by some countries represent a
community at large. In particular, Italy — unlike the other countries
represented in the standard — is the only country with no examples taken
from the National Archives, so one may legitimately wonder whether a
balance has been sought between the representative role and the personal
desiderata of those drafting the standard.

The Canadian examples show another remarkable feature: they are all in
English, even though Canada is formally a bilingual country. It is true that
the standard provides examples in French, but these are related to French
repositories, that is, they come from the French member of the committee.
Language is a fundamental element of identity: the fact that all Canadian
examples are in English is not neutral at all, and one may ask what is left of
the French identity of Canadian archivists, why they are not represented at
all. The choice of the examples is not just a technical issue: standards embed
values. Therefore, representing Canada only through English language is a



meaningful element. “In addition to being an intellectual and technological
undertaking, the development of a standard is also a political exercise; it is a
community-defining and -building activity” (Pitti 1997: 269). Under this
light, it is easy to see how different a choice has been made for the French
examples: these are all related to both the National Archives and many
departmental archives. It is by all means an inclusive choice, since it conveys
the idea of diversity and may be read as an attempt to cover a broad territory,
moving outward from the center. We should wonder what the impact of such
different choices is on the archival communities, rather, how they support the
community-building process.

In brief, the qualitative analysis confirms that neutrality is at stake: ISAD(G)
is affected by discretionary, personal choices, perhaps related more to
specific circumstances rather than to scientific reasons.

The analysis of ISAAR(CPF), the international standard for archival
authority records issued by the International Council on Archives, does not
lead to a significantly different picture (see Table 3). Compared to ISAD(G),
more countries are represented indeed — there are 11 instead of 6 — for a total
of 91 examples. However, the new countries (Sweden, Spain, Germany,
United Kingdom, Mexico) are all European, except for Mexico. The result is
that the geo-political areas represented in the examples are nearly the same as
in ISAD(G), even though in ISAAR(CPF) countries’ quotas are distributed
very differently: 4% of the examples refers to Northern America (Canada,
USA) and 27% to English-speaking countries (Canada, USA, Australia, UK).
The remaining 73% is taken by Spain for a solid 27%, France (14%), Italy
(13%), Brazil (10%) and Germany (7%), plus a small quota for Sweden and
Mexico (see Figure 3). ISAAR(CPF) shows indeed a more active
participation from European countries, with a substantial reduction of the
intervention from Canada and USA.



Table 3. ISAAR: distribution of the examples (list)

Spain France Italy Brazil Germany UK Australia | Canada USA Mexico | Sweden
Archivio Centre AS Firenze Arquivo | Bundesarchi | TNA National |York NARA Archiv | Riksarkive
General de historique des | (11) Naciona | v (6) Historical | Archives | Universit |(1) o t(1)
Simancas (21) | Archives 109 Manuscripts | of y General

nationals (10) Commissio | Australia | Archives dela
n (11) “@) A3) Nacion
)
Archivo de la | Archives Museo di arte Royal National
Corona de départementale | moderna e Society (1) | Library of
Aragén (1) s de I’Aube (1) | contemporane Australia
a di Trento e “)
Rovereto (1)
Archivo Archives Australia
Historico départementale n Science
Nacional (1) |s de la Somme & Tech
(¢)) Heritage
Centre (1)
Archivo Archives
General de la | départementale
Administracié |s de la Girond
n() (€Y
Total: 24 Total: 13 Total: 12 Total: | Total: 6 Total: 12 |Total: 9 |Total: 3 |Total: 1 |Total: 1| Total: 1




As can be seen in Figure 3, Europe gets the 74% of the pie, Brazil 10%, and
Australia 10%. Canada, USA and Mexico are a residual presence. These
figures show a totally different balance of power and interest among the
participating countries, when compared to ISAD(G). According to such
quantitative analysis it may be said that while ISAD(G) is the result of an
initiative driven mostly by USA, Canada and Australia, the development of
ISAAR(CPF) has been led by Europe. However, it is worth reminding that
the examples provide just a profile of investigation, which needs to be
integrated by further analysis of the content of the standards and the history
of their development.
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Figure 3. ISAAR: distribution of the examples (pie chart)

The analysis of the full examples provided in the Appendix of ISAAR(CPF)
confirms the results shown in the above figure, except that there is no full

example from Canada, whose presence is very limited in the short examples
too (see Table 4).

Table 4. ISAAR: distribution of the full examples (list)



Spain Consejo de Guerra 1)
France Dampierre, famille (€))
Italy Depero, Fortunato (0]
Brazil Arquivo Nacional ()]
Germany | Brecht, Arnold (0))
Australia | Mabo, Eddie 1
UK Noel family, Earls of Gainsborough 1)
Sweden Oxenstierna, Axel (0))
Mexico Real Loteria de la Nueva Espafia (0]
USA Department of State. Peace Corps (€))

The full examples are 10 in total and they refer to 10 countries. There is a
perfect distribution of all the examples among the participating countries
(except for the absence of Canada, as already noted).
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Figure 4. ISAAR: distribution of the full examples (pie chart)



The variety of participating countries results in a variety of languages used in
the examples. However, this is not at all just a problem of language—English
may well be taken as a lingua franca in the scientific domain. Moreover, it is
important to bear in mind that standards are usually approved by large
communities, therefore any flaw or bias has to be ascribed to the community
as a whole, and this holds true for archival standards too, including ISAD(G)
and ISAAR(CPF). What we are trying to highlight here is that (archival)
standards are written by people living in certain countries, speaking certain
languages, belonging to certain cultures. In the case of ISAD, those people
represent a small, green portion of the world (see Figure 5): as can be seen
from the map, the voices coming from the red areas are not represented at all.

Figure 5. Geographical distribution of the examples in ISAD

Two whole continents are not on the radar, and so does half of South
America. China, Japan, India, the Russian Federation, all African countries—
they are all out. Such a fact is even more striking when compared to a table
listing the languages most spoken in the world by number of native speakers
(see Table 5). The figures may vary according to the sources, but the
differences are not relevant here: the significant fact is that only three out of
the first ten languages in the world are represented in ISAD and ISAAR.



Looking at these numbers a provocative spirit may wonder why ISAD and
ISAAR have not been written in Mandarin. The adoption of a standard is a
complex process, “profoundly influenced by cultural elements such as
identity, roles, cultural norms, education, and ways of thinking in a given
organizational context” (Youn 2011: 216): what are the chances of success
for such a process, if the standard does not embed any of the values of the
adopting community? is not language one of the first elements of identity?

Table 5. Languages by number of native speakers

Native speakers . q

Language (millions) (% 0? word population) Mainly spoken in

Mandarin 955 14.4% China, Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan

Spanish 405 6.1% Hispanic America, Pacific Islands,
Spain, USA, West Sahara

English 360 5.4% Australia, Canada, India, Ireland, UK,
Jamaica, New Zealand, Nigeria, USA,
Philippines, Singapore, South Africa

Hindi 310 4.7% Fiji, India, Nepal

Arabic 295 4.4% Arab League

Portuguese (215 3.3% Angola, Brazil, Cape Verde,
Mozambique, Portugal, Timor-Leste

Bengali 205 3.1% Bangladesh, India (Assam, Tripura,
West Bengal)

Russian 155 2.3% Belarus, Kazakhstan, Russia, Ukraine

Japanese  [125 1.9% Japan

Punjabi 102 1.4% India (Punjab region)

Source: Wikipedia

Not only standards, archival practices are biased too, and affect the way our
memory is interpreted, communicated and preserved. There is a consolidated
body of work on this topic: “[t]he last decade of the twentieth century saw
the emergence of a new stream, one frequently dubbed ‘postmodernist’ [...
which] posed a fundamental challenge to established orthodoxies” (Duff &
Harris 2002: 264) and raised a scientific debate that led to a new
understanding of the fundamental archival functions. Since then, many
scholars have investigated the nature of appraisal, description and
preservation as biased practices, so we will not reiterate here those arguments
—an extensive list of essays written by archivists who “have begun to
question, from a broadly ‘postmodernist’ framework, the traditional, neutral,
passive, positivist, and ‘scientific’ mindset of their profession” is provided by


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/China

Joan Schwartz and Terry Cook (Schwartz & Cook 2002: 10-11), and Tom
Nesmith (Nesmith 2002: 25). Not to talk about “[t]he affect of archives” and
the “calls to consider the emotional and the spiritual, and not just the
intellectual and the physical aspects of archives”, which may still be
considered an investigation of the biases upon which archives are established
(Gilliland 2010: 340). We would rather like to support those arguments by
discovering and discussing the biases hidden in some real process. In
particular, we would like to focus on the so-called MPLP approach, proposed
by Meissner and Greene in their groundbreaking article “More Product, Less
Process: Revamping Traditional Archival Processing” (Greene & Meissner
2005). The authors made an online survey of a hundred repositories in the
USA and discovered that the repositories had on average one third of their
collections lying unprocessed in the backlog; also, only 44% of repositories
allowed researchers into unprocessed materials. Hence, the proposal of the
MPLP formula: minimal-level processing (that 1is, description and
arrangement at the series level or higher) and focus on the product (that is,
the finding aid) in order to make the materials available to researchers.
Today, even if debated, MPLP has become a de facto standardized approach
to archival processing in the United States. MPLP seems quite a reasonable
approach, apparently focused on users’ needs, especially when dealing with
the ever-growing quantities of acquisitions in both traditional and digital
environment. From this point of view, MPLP may well be identified as an
unneutral process, in the sense that it is founded on an explicit and clear
perspective: it privileges users’ needs over archivists’ desire to provide
detailed archival descriptions. This point is quite evident, since in a certain
sense the unbalance has been planned and designed by the authors. What is
less evident here is how such an unneutral choice has consequences that go
beyond the valuable objective of expediting the process of getting collection
materials into the hands of users. In fact, what is the use in making materials
available if they are not accessible? If materials are provided without
sufficient contextual information, users will not be able to interpret them and
get their meaning. In other words, they will not be able to really access
materials or — even worse — they may get them wrong. Who is the creator?
What is the internal structure of the materials? What the relationships with
the creator’s activity? What the custodial history? These are not details: such
information provides indeed meaning to materials. Giving up detailed
description, remaining at the series level or higher, is not without
consequences: aiming for efficiency is all very well, but we should never



forget that archival description is a fundamental action of mediation that —
willingly or not — shapes our memory. We are not arguing against MPLP, we
are rather investigating its nature, suggesting that — like it or not — MPLP is
more than a methodological option: it is rather a way of imagining the future
of our past. Greene and Meissner have their own perspective: in line with
their pragmatic approach, they explicitly aim at designing a new set of
guidelines that “takes the minimal steps necessary to physically preserve
collection materials” (Greene & Meissner 2005: 213). That is not enough—
physical preservation is just a part of the problem, often not the most relevant
one. Logical preservation (i.e. preservation of archival material along with its
context) is the real issue, because archives get their meaning from the
business, documentary, organizational, social and cultural environment to
which they belong: the identification and conservation of such logical — and
physical — dependencies is at the core of the archival preservation function.
Working on a minimal objective (i.e. physical preservation) would not be a
problem, if the choices made when arranging and describing materials would
not affect access in the future. Unfortunately, if the dependencies are not
identified and preserved during the arrangement and description phase, it is
very unlikely that materials will be reviewed later in order to find such
information and preserve archival material properly; in case, it is even more
unlikely that such dependencies would still be in place or can be identified.
Greene and Meissner show awareness of these issues in their work, but
MPLP is a strategy, and as such requires some choices to be made. High-
level description is the cost that we are supposed to pay in order to grant
users easy and fast access to materials, but such a legitimate strategic choice
has a relevant impact on preservation, so the bias embedded in MPLP
extends stealthily to cover the main archival functions.

MPLP is unneutral in that it privileges users’ needs, as we have written in the
previous pages. However, there is a further level of unneutrality that should
be considered: MPLP is in itself an interpretation of users’ needs, since the
underlying assumption is that — first of all — backlogs must be reduced and
materials must be made available to users. These are of course desirable
objectives, but establishing an “arrangement of materials adequate to user
needs” (Greene & Meissner 2005: 2012) would require an analysis and
evaluation of such needs, which should not be led by the assumption that
access to materials is the priority. This is neither a paradox nor a reactionary



position of an intransigent archivist. It is rather the recognition of the many
factors influencing users’ needs. Such needs are not abstract, they lie in a
practical world of compromises, so the question is not whether users would
like to access materials as soon as possible, but rather if they would prefer to
access a hundred boxes described at the series level, or fifty boxes described
at the file level—again, here we are not arguing against MPLP, we are
highlighting its biases. It is true that users want to get the real thing, be it a
box or a folder, but it is also true that users want to put it in context, and
archivists need to help them to this aim. Therefore, the real question from our
perspective is not how to give them the real thing as soon as possible, but
how to empower them as soon as possible in order to let them understand the
real thing. This leads to a set of more sophisticated issues that cannot be dealt
here, related to social and economical aspects of archival access, such as the
role of social media, the demand for user participation, the emerging of
diverse communities, or a renewed attention for minorities. To summarize,
even an apparently simple process like MPLP shows different levels of
unneutrality, and this comes with no surprise: “[n]o architecture can escape
the biases of its developers” (Duff & Harris 2002: 275). That is why we
should always consider the hidden biases carefully when choosing tools,
technologies and processes.

From a certain point of view, standards are a way to choose tools,
technologies and processes. Rather, they are the way by which a community
makes such choices and identifies itself. As pointed out by Susan Davies
(Davies 2003), codification of professional knowledge and development of
standards through which that knowledge is applied, is a fundamental step in
the professionalization process that leads an occupation to develop coherency
as a group. This perspective should make us aware that a standard is the tool
needed by competing forces within a community in order to affirm their own
vision in view of the control over the professionalization process and the
professional body. More than ever, it is true what Kuhn wrote in The
structure of scientific revolutions (1962): while in natural sciences — except
for revolutionary periods — all scientists usually accept the same paradigm, in
social sciences there are a number of competing schools of thought and no
shared paradigm — rather, each school has its own paradigm — and they may
be very different from each other. In addition, the members of each school
often have a very low opinion of the works and paradigms of other schools.



This holds true in the archival domain too: in information science, standards
as a place of knowledge codification is more a battlefield than a round table.
Therefore, it is fundamental to interpret standards as social constructions,
being aware of the balance of power and the very human factors lying behind
the so-called technical standards. As we have tried to highlight in the
previous pages, it is not just about archival description, authority records, or
archival processing; it is about the identity of a professional and scientific
community. Archival standards are a means by which the archival
community re-defines itself, its paradigms, its boundaries and its system of
powers through a negotiation process. This holds true with regard to not only
creation, but also adoption of standards, when they are “inevitably re-
interpreted and re-appropriated through the adoption process in its social,
cultural, and political context” (Youn 2011: 219).

Still taking the cue from Kuhn’s considerations, paradigms — rather, the
struggles for their recognition — are a driving force of the scientific debate.
This raises a further issue: as Gillies puts it, “often the paradigm acts like a
magnifying glass and brings to light features of reality which we would not
otherwise have noticed. However, sometimes the paradigm [...] makes us
overlook features of reality which contradict the assertions of the paradigm”
(Gillies 2012: 33). Paradigms inform archival theory and practice; as such,
they are embedded and codified into standards. This means that archival
standards model reality according to such paradigms, so that some features
are highlighted, while some others are neglected. “Each standard and each
category valorizes some point of view and silences another. This is not
inherently a bad thing — indeed it is inescapable. But it is an ethical choice,
and as such it is dangerous — not bad, but dangerous” (Bowker & Star 1999:
5-6). Recognizing the presence of an underlying paradigm and understanding
the values it conveys is not difficult when we deal with concepts, principles
and categories, while it may be tricky when we deal with technical,
apparently neutral standards. In fact, different technologies may rely on
different philosophies: databases, for example, represent data differently
from markup languages. Databases are more data-centric, whereas markup
languages are more document-centric, since they “were intended to model
traditional documents” (Gueguen et al. 2013: 573). Such dichotomy between
document- and data-centric objects and tools should be taken with caution,
since the boundaries between the two categories are often blurred. However,
it is true that the way we model the world through a database is different



from the way we model it through XML. The same is true for other
standards: EAD, the Encoded Archival Description standard issued by the
Society of American Archivists, is a model focused on the entity finding aid,
with a totally different approach from RDF (Resource Description
Framework) and Linked Data, based on atoms of information that can be
aggregated and manipulated (Figure 6).

r—1eadhsager ~

Trantmatier ~ |

B runner |
(o I LINKED DATA

altfarnaail ~
[aporaizal ~

arangement ~
e
[T i -

N PRI

EAD

EP;-:H:C'! =
\prafarcite ~ |
| Leroceszaio <]

redaledrat erial ~

Figure 6. Technologies embed paradigms

A language like XML is more than just a technical option: it is rather a
choice of a specific knowledge paradigm, not at all neutral, as indeed true for
any technology. XML is in itself an information tool, a stratagem to model
reality according to its intrinsic hierarchical paradigm. In a sense, we could
say that markup languages are before and beyond the real-world objects they
are meant to describe, because they are tools for interpreting the reality. At
the same time, just like any languages, they are a representation of the world
and get from it the design of their syntactic structures. This apparent
contradiction is actually the dynamic factor driving the cognitive process
through which we identify the nature of documentary objects as well as their
relationships. It is a hermeneutic process that should not be described
belittlingly as hypothesis and verification, because these stem just from the



reality they are meant to analyze. It is rather a process with a permanent
tension between postulation and discovery, as suggested by Umberto Eco
(Eco 1998: 49): it is not just about finding and discovering structures (also
because often it is impossible to analyze all objects of analysis, due to their
number), it is about posing the structure ex-ante, inventing it as a theoretical
model and hypothesis, and postulating that the phenomena under study
correspond to the structural arrangement that has been theorized. Markup
languages are not neutral, they force the descriptions to the expressive
capabilities offered by the language: “the technical structure of the archiving
archive also determines the structure of the archivable content even in its
very coming into existence and in its relationship to the future” (Derrida
1995: 17). Although the hierarchical logic may seem the ideal way to narrate
the structures that inform the documents, nonetheless it may fail to represent
the whole system of relations binding the elements that compose a document.

Rules, descriptive models, data structures and technology in general, affect
the very identity of the objects we manage and preserve, because
circumscribe and limit the space of possibilities for creating and representing
the system of relationships in which those objects are put—the same space
that after all we recognize as defining the identity of the objects.

Archives — hence our memory — rely on the use of technical standards in
order to be managed, accessed and preserved. Therefore, it is fundamental to
investigate the nature of technical standards along with their biases in order
to understand how they affect our documentary heritage, i.e., our memory.
In a sense, standards shape our memory just like any container does when we
pour some water in it. Memory — be it collective or individual, intangible or
deposited on records — is not a stable and consolidated entity: memory is a
living thing, malleable and continuously re-interpreted and re-presented on
the basis of many factors, ranging from cultural milieu to technical tools,
each of them conveying some biases. “Archiving functions, always
influenced by [a] shifting configuration of interactions, mould the ways in
which records and archives are represented (hence shaped) and, because the
configuration is ever shifting, constantly further re-shape them” (Nesmith
1999: 144).



We cannot escape unneutrality. Let’s take for example the picture below: it
shows the Freedom Tower (see Figure 7).

(Source: Joe Mabel, Flickr)
Figure 7. The Freedom Tower

The vast majority of people around the world would describe it as a building
whose height is 541 meters. The value is correct, the description is
inappropriate though, if not mistaken. In fact, “541 meters” does not tell it
all, rather, such a description fails to represent part of the fundamental
meaning of the object. Five hundred and forty-one meters equals one
thousand, seven hundred and seventy-six feet: “1776 feet”. This is the correct
value, because this is the real height. 1776 is the year in which the United
States Declaration of Independence was written and approved by the
Congress. Therefore, “1776” is not just a number, it is a symbol of
fundamental values, that becomes real through the materiality of the object.
The building embeds such values, it is spiritually and physically grounded
upon them. As such, it is a complex and profound frame of reference in
which “1776” is a pivotal element, since the meaning of the object is built



upon it, while “541” is not. That is why we may claim that “541 meters” is a
mistaken description. Archivists know very well that such significant loss of
connotation is not due to just a problem of translation: it has to do with the
understanding of the context. “Some of what makes a record meaningful is
inscribed within it, but often much of what makes it intelligible is not. Thus
most of a record’s ‘recordness’ lies outside its physical borders within the
context of its interpretation. The decisions archivists make (as well as the
theories of archives they devise in order to make these choices) shape this
meaning-making context significantly” (Nesmith 1999: 144).

We cannot escape unneutrality: unneutrality is in our language, in our eyes,
in our tools. However, we can control it and raise awareness of the biases
affecting objects, theories and practices of the archival domain, if we really
want to serve our role of professional mediators between objects and users.
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