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Summary
The field of cultural production poses a lot of challenges to economists. The strong public good characteristics of a lot of public goods, the heavy reliance on public funding and the difficulties in ascertaining the value of cultural goods make for a tricky setting for economic analysis. In the field of heritage most debates center around the question what to preserve. While heritage professionals struggle to create explicit frameworks for attributing value to heritage objects, economists and policy makers have a hard time understanding or legitimizing decisions made in these matters. Everyone seems to understand that there is some kind of value to heritage objects, but this value seems to be very difficult to make explicit or put into numbers. This thesis focuses on a part of the field of cultural heritage that has received very little attention from cultural economists: documentary heritage. 

The aim of this thesis is to make a comparison between the archivist’s and the economist’s discourses on value. Bringing in the pragmatic view on value set forth by John Dewey, the strengths and weaknesses of these discourses are discussed. With the findings of this theoretical investigation, the selection policy and practice of the National Archives of the Netherlands are analyzed. The case studies described concern the preservation of government records. The appraisal of government records is an affair between the National Archives and government organizations. Decisions are taken far away from the market situation that economists are wont to study. By looking at the field of archival appraisal through the lens of economic theory (and vice versa) several conclusions are drawn about the way decisions on preserving archives are made in the Netherlands.
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1 - Introduction

The field of culture, like any field of activity is geared towards producing goods and delivering services that people like to have or receive. What seems to be peculiar to the field of culture is the way that communication takes place between supply and demand. In the field of culture, more than in other fields of activity, society lacks a fluently operating mechanism that informs suppliers of the demand for their goods. In most parts of society prices perform this function. They tell producers how much customers are willing to pay for something, and by inference where and how to direct their activity. The interplay of supply and demand negotiated through price is the object of study of economics. But not all types of transaction-oriented human activity can be easily coordinated using prices. Prices require markets, and not all activities or goods function equally well in this environment. In some cases, people may object to certain goods – endangered animals for instance - being traded on a market. In other cases the nature of the good puts sand in the pricing mechanism. For instance, economists talk about public goods when a lot of people can enjoy using it at the same time and it is hard or impossible to exclude them from doing so. Clean air and national defense are examples of public goods. For these kinds of goods it is difficult to create a market that will not brake down without outside help. In economic terms phenomenon is called market failure.

In other cases the pricing mechanism seems to be working fine at first glance, but when all the positive and negative effects of production and transaction are added up, it turns out that the price doesn’t reflect all cost incurred of benefits received. Economists refer to these side effects that are not included in the pricing mechanism as externalities. A lot of people like tennis shoes, but most of them do not pay for risks run by manufacturers in far away countries working under strenuous or dangerous conditions. “Well, how can I know all these things?” seems like an appropriate response, and as a matter of fact we can’t. Economists however, like to make it seem like we do. They make a lot of assumptions about people engaging in economic behavior. A normal person appearing in an economists’ model of a transaction has a fixed set of likes and dislikes that he uses to maximize his welfare and knows everything that is relevant to this transaction. In the economists’ ideal society all people are like this, and go about making transactions amongst each other, always favoring those things they like best in relation to the amount of scarce goods they have to trade for them. This way, society is best served by its members acting in accordance with their self-interest, because it will constantly push itself towards the most efficient balance between supply and demand.

For an economist any field of human activity that involves transaction making and decisions about the application of scarce goods can be studied using this model. If the behavior of the agents under observation does not correspond to the expectations of economic theory, economists will interpret this as a flaw or a deviation occurring in the environment in which the market is situated, or in the product that is traded, or in the minds of the agents involved – and look for ways to correct it. In this respect, the field of culture provides economists with a decent challenge because it is fraught with all these kinds of deviations and irrational behavior that distort the economists’ ideal picture. People pay amounts of money for art objects that go way of the scale of any explanation economic reasoning can give and artist give up economic benefits in favor of the esteem of their peers on a routine basis. In the field of culture professionals like artists, critics and curators establish all kinds of standards and goals that seem to avoid or conflict with the measurements and explanations that economists use to determine whether their activities constitute a good to society. This is troublesome to economists because in order to be able to say anything about the use of the activity of these people the outcome of their endeavors at some point has to enter into the domain of economically measurable behavior or phenomena. 

And a lot of the time it does not. People invest considerable amounts of money, time and effort on cultural products and activities, which most of the time lead to a very meager economic output and in most countries the cultural sector is a small, in transparent and (in the case of Western Europe) heavily dependent on public funds. “What is the use of all this culture?” economists and taxpayers may ask. Culturally minded people will usually retort that the use lies outside the scope of economic reasoning. The economists view is simply too narrow to explain the behavior of people striving for such lofty ideals as truth and beauty. Be this as it may, it still leaves economists with a problem, since they have no way of distinguishing this kind “good” cultural conduct and behavior that is uneconomic and not in line with the great ideals. It is not surprising that encounters between the economist and the culturalist line of reasoning are often coarse and sometimes unsavory. Perhaps a good common ground argument may be that people engaging in cultural behavior (either as consumers or producers) have a hard time revealing their preferences through behavior that economists can understand.

The field of the arts is most notorious for its erratic behavior. Most people are familiar with examples of artist refusing to let their creations be judged according to commonly accepted standards in society, proclaiming the autonomy of the arts, or critics coining inaccessible terms that are hard to understand for outsiders. A consequence of this apparent incommensurability of the logic of the arts and more commonly accepted types of reasoning like economics or policymaking is that investors or policymakers who want to play a role in or have influence the arts have to rely heavily on the expert opinions of the inside professionals they have such a hard time understanding. These problems however are not unique to the domain of high brow art. Issues of illusive benefits, products that are difficult to provide in a market situation and circles of professionals that try to ward off the influence of money and politics can also be found in the field of cultural heritage.

Culturalist versus economists

All though it is not the first thing that comes to mind when discussing the value of heritage, money has its role in the field of cultural heritage. Conservation has its costs and the final result of people and organizations active in conservation is not only a product of the opinions and desires of heritage professionals. At some point decisions have to be made about how much will be spent on what and why. These decisions often bring about lots of friction, because they require a conversation between two very different lines of thought, those of economists and those of heritage professionals or culturalists (Klamer&Zuidhof: 1999, Klamer: 2004). Figuring out which objects society finds important and translating these findings into concrete conservation policies and practices as well as making decisions about the allocation of funds has proven to be a rather difficult endeavor, but it is one that has to be undertaken nonetheless. 

There has been a trend in cultural policy to examine the economic values of cultural projects and use the results as a legitimization for investment in culture and the arts. Promising as this approach may be for policy makers, it remains to be seen whether the current framework economic analysis is suited to fully gage the value of culture. (Klamer et al.: 2008). This businesslike approach is not always welcomed by art historians, curators and other professionals in the field who feel that their field of interest possesses distinctive qualities that exempt it from the cold cost-benefit approach used for other activities in other sectors. On the other hand, if economic analysis points out that a certain cultural asset or activity represents a large economic value, few culturalists will turn down the possibility of using these figures as a legitimization. These are roughly speaking the parameters within which the discussion between economists and culturalists takes place. The central question in this debate is whether the value of culture is intrinsic or instrumental. Besides the theoretical relevance, this question is of great importance for policy. The intrinsic approach suggests that value created by cultural activities relates primarily to the field and discourse of culture.  This is cumbersome for investors or policymakers, because it means that they have no real way of knowing if cultural activities will meet their objectives. The instrumental approach on the other hand suggests that, even if one admits that cultural activities differ from other activities like herding cows or selling IT-applications, culture can be used as an instrument for achieving goals, either economic or policy orientated. The arguments taken up in the intrinsic versus instrumental debate usually coincide with the professional positions of culturalists and economists (joined by policymakers). The debate concerns the arts (Twaalfhoven: 2008), built heritage and has also risen in the field of documentary heritage (Matty: 2006).

2 - Outline

Theoretical relevance
Conservation in these discussions is not limited to the act of physically preserving an object. When taken in a broad sense, the project of heritage conservation XE "heritage conservation" \b  consists of several steps. Avrami et al. give the following sequence: interest (interest groups recognize something as heritage), protection (this something is marked as monumental by policy makers or acquired by an heritage organization), planning & management (plans are drawn up about how this newly created piece of heritage should be conserved, managed, stewarded, etc.) and intervention (if necessary decisions are made about actions needed to restore or preserve). Each step “involves a separate sphere of professionals and players, often with very little interplay among the spheres.” As Avrami et al. point out conservation professionals can draw on a consistent body of research concerning physical preservation and management, but up till now a coherent view about the values that guide or inform conservation practice and policy remains lacking (Avrami, Mason & de la Torre: 2000). Scholars on archival theory have uttered similar doubts about their instruments for gauging value. (Ham: 1975, Eastwood 2002) 

Looking into these values seems a promising avenue for research. As mentioned above the economic perspective has difficulty explaining the choices that people make in the field of culture. This is troublesome for culturalists, because without measurable indicators of the value of their contribution, they will always run the risk of being labeled as inefficient, useless or elitist. It is also troublesome for economists, because economic theory presumes that choices people make are the best indicator of what is preferable with regard to maximizing welfare in society. Some economists however, take another route and claim that looking at choices is taking a too limited perspective and that economists should try to take the values that guide these choices into consideration (Klamer: 2003a). This thesis follows this line of reasoning and focuses on the values that matter for a distinct part of the field of culture, documentary heritage XE "documentary heritage" \b .


Information permeates our society. Documentary heritage, however defined, is a vast terrain containing different professionals like archivists, ICT-professionals, curators, records managers, historians, scholars on archival theory and information theory, education professionals and policy makers. The number of different professionals is matched by the amount of topics relevant to the field at this point in time, like digitization of known media, the appearance of new information media, the preservation of these new media, copyright issues, shifts in the thinking on archival appraisal (spurred on by the evanescence of digital information carriers) as well as in the role of archivists. It is safe to say that this is too much for one person to gain insight on, let alone within the scope of one thesis. This thesis focuses on the process of archival appraisal. This means that going back to the framework set out by Avrami, within the project of heritage conservation as a whole I will be discussing the phases of interest and protection. This to me seems the most fertile ground to look for the values relevant to the formation of documentary heritage. Obviously, a lot of debates can be held about how this heritage should be preserved or made accessible. These debates will be left to others as this thesis will focus on the process of appraisal which combines the phases of determining what archives should become part of our heritage and applying instruments to preserve it. As such it is the start of the entire project of the conservation of documentary heritage. 

Research goals
The central aim of this thesis is to shed light on the valuation process that determines the formation of our documentary heritage. The first goal of this thesis is to give an overview of relevant theoretical conceptions of value. The theoretical investigation will be split up into three parts each discussing a different discourse on value. The first part is concerned with the archivist’s notion of value. The archivist’s idea of archival value and archival appraisal are discussed. The second part is concerned with economists’ ideas about value. As a common ground and an analytical framework, the third part focuses on John Dewey’s pragmatic view on values and Dolfsma’s division of value as a primary, secondary or tertiary quality. This framework will also be used to examine the process of archival appraisal. The second goal of this thesis is to provide an insight into the way the object of valuation is constructed by archivists. How do archivists view the objects of their endeavors and how does this relate to the way archives are appraised as heritage? The functions of records as instruments of evidence and memory are discussed, as well as the concept of the records continuum. The answers to these questions are meant to provide insight into the function of archives. How do archives “work” according to archivists? 

From this theoretical investigation a lot of different views about what archives are, how they function and what value they represent to society may be drawn. These insights will then be used to take an informed look on policy and practice of conservation of archives in the Netherlands. The third goal of this thesis is to analyze the appraisal process that determines what records are taken up in our documentary heritage. The empirical part of this thesis focuses on appraisal of government records in the Netherlands, more specifically the Dutch PIVOT XE "PIVOT" \b 
  project carried out at the National Archives
 of the Netherlands. The appraisal procedure is (as the word procedure suggests) determined to a large extent by the objective and criteria for selection that the state archivists has formulated for the National Archives. This is the backbone of appraisal at the National Archives and it tells us a lot about how value is constructed by the state archivist. In most cases these instruments lead to predictable outcomes. The objective for selection used by the state archivists has been criticized and certainly is no panacea. At the fringes of the national selection policy a lot of discussion takes place about what to preserve. These discussions are an important place of value formation. In order to demonstrate how value judgments are made at the National Archives, I will discuss the instruments used for appraisal (i.e. the objective and criteria for selection formulated by the state archivist) as well as two case studies regarding appraisal decisions. I have chosen two cases that are somewhat troublesome from the point of view of the archivist, but interesting from the point of view of the researcher. I argue that there is no fixed or objective method for determining which archives are valuable. The outcome of the discussion that is the valuation or appraisal of archives is dependent on the input delivered by the different participants as well as the instruments used and the institutional setting in which it takes place. I will try to show how the theories of archival appraisal formulated by archivists as well the instruments they use for appraisal are not only a way to get a grip on the abundance of records produced in our society but also a coping mechanism to deal with the uncertainty involved in appraising relatively young records as heritage. Since no one knows what future generations will want to know about us, archivists have drawn up theories and programs that are seemingly objective and rely as little as possible on the ephemeral preferences of contemporary users of records. I argue that in doing so they tend to put the aspect of use value outside the discussion, which is problematical from an economic point of view. In my conclusions I will pay attention to the implications for policy of the contrast between archivists’ and economists’ ideas about value.

Method

As Dewey argues (Dewey: 1939, 1949), in order to talk sensibly about value, we cannot rely on notions like intrinsic or universal value. The best objects for research in this field are the utterances people make that reveal their value attitude towards something. In Dewey’s terminology, we have to look at the value propositions people make. To demonstrate how the valuation of government records takes place I will discuss the objective and the criteria used for selection of archives as well as two cases of appraisal procedures that I took part in as representative of the state archivist. I have included the objective and criteria for selection because I consider them to be value propositions in themselves. The first case concerns the appraisal of exam records at universities, the second case concerns case files about changes of family name created by the department of Justice. I have chosen these procedures as case studies because both of them involved a considerable amount of discussion about what records should be preserved and why. Each case study consists of a descriptive and an analytical part. They are structured as follows. 

-
A description of the course of events during the procedure. These descriptions are based on my own documentation of the procedure and in a few instances on my own memory of events. 

-
A description of the records group. These descriptions are intended as background information to the case studies.

-
An analysis of the functions of the records involved. Since archives are only valuable because people can use them, I’ll analyze how the records concerned can function as instruments of evidence and/or memory using the records continuum as a framework. 

-
In order to unravel the discussion and the value propositions made I’ll use Dolfsma’s division of value as a primary, secondary and tertiary quality. This is a thought experiment more than anything else, but as an analytical framework it is helpful. I’ll focus on salient qualities of the object, the people doing the valuing and the social (notably the professional) setting that the valuers are part of.

Demarcation: culture > cultural heritage > documentary heritage

Before starting this investigation it is necessary to try to draw a line around the object of inquiry. Most scholars discussing conservation policy point out that it is important (but difficult) to give a definition of cultural heritage XE "cultural heritage" \b . This thesis deals with a part of heritage that is usually left out of the discussion altogether: archives.
 Most literature on economics and policy for cultural heritage focuses on historic sites and buildings. Archives are less visible in the discussion but nonetheless make up a significant part of cultural heritage. Archives being a field within the domain of cultural heritage with its own organizations, users, policies and scholarship, it is useful to include them into the discussion between economists and culturalists. 

1. In the broadest sense, this thesis is about culture XE "culture" \b . Culture is normally defined along two lines. The first line derives from sociology and anthropology and views culture as consisting of immaterial things which members of a society share. These may be a set of practices, norms, values [sic!] or a language. The second line is found most among art historians and views culture as a set of objects. These may be paintings, buildings, plays or texts. In this thesis the focus will be on the second view (Klamer: 2002b). Archives are valued because they provide information about aspects of a society that people find relevant. In this sense archives are strongly related to culture in an anthropological sense, because they form an expression of a culture. The distinction between material culture (objects) and immaterial culture (values, knowledge) is theoretical more than practical. Archives are collections of objects – more specifically information carriers – that contain information that is valued. By preserving these (material) objects, it is hoped that future generations will be able to reconstruct (immaterial) things belonging to our society like events, beliefs, values. What connects the material to the immaterial is use. It is through using (i.e. drawing up) documents that people leave traces of their existence including their deeds, knowledge, values, beliefs and dispositions and it is through using (i.e. reading) these same documents that future generations try to reconstruct these things. The goal of archives is to pass over immaterial things; the means by which to do this is the use of material like documents. Going back to the anthropological meaning of culture, the focus of this thesis is not so much on the value that people of different origin attach to archives, as well as the value that is attached to them in different professional discourses. Archives therefore are considered as a subset within the set of objects that are normally referred to as cultural objects. 

2. Within this material view of culture another distinction has to be made. Cultural objects are valued for different reasons. People like art objects because they find them beautiful; people like heritage objects because they tell us something about our past. This distinction is not always clear cut. A Rembrandt painting for instance, may be valued because it is beautiful and because it tells us something about our past. However, for working purposes a distinction is made between art which is valued because it is beautiful and heritage which valued because it tells us something about our past. Heritage objects therefore are seen as a subset of cultural objects.

3. The objects that make up cultural heritage are manifold. Most scholars identify buildings, historical sites and artifacts as the most prominent members of the group. (cf. Hutter & Rizzo: 1997) In this thesis archives will be considered as a subset of this group. As such they make up documentary heritage. A few observations have to be made to avoid confusion. Objects belonging to documentary heritage are valued because of the value of the information they carry. Sometimes documents are also considered beautiful (for instance maps drawn by hand), but these are exceptions. Their main value lies in the information they carry. 

4. A final distinction has to be made about the definition of heritage. As mentioned above, it is difficult to draw a line around the set of objects that should be ‘counted’ as heritage. This type of question focuses on heritage as a set of objects. This is a passive definition of heritage. Heritage is a set of objects. However, the difficulties that arise when one tries to delineate this set suggest that this passive definition is not complete without an active counterpart. This active part consists on the one hand of activities aimed at adding objects to the privileged set of things to be preserved and on the other hand activities aimed at drawing information, insights and experiences from objects within this set. The first part – the adding of objects – is the job of archivists (at least as far as documentary heritage is concerned). The second part – drawing on objects within the set defined as heritage – is divided between adherents of an academic discourse (i.e. historians) and a popular and even commercial practice (i.e. individual users, like genealogists and producers of popular historical products). As will be discussed later, not everyone agrees that cultural heritage should be the all encompassing term for objects passed on to next generations (cf. Rosental: 1996). History XE "History" \b  as a part of science – it is claimed – is distinct from heritage which is used for cultural reasons relating to the formation of identity. For now it will suffice to remark that archives, making up documentary heritage are preserved and used for both goals. 

A working definition of documentary heritage is given:

“Documentary heritage consists of groups of interrelated objects that carry information that is valued because it allows future generations to reconstruct knowledge, beliefs, values and events that make up part of the society that formed the archives.”

3 – Theory

3.1 - Value

There has been very little talk between economists and archivists about value. Archives don’t normally appear in the marketplace, so there may be little to discuss. However, the formation and preservation of documentary heritage costs money nonetheless. There are a few reasons that may be put forth to explain the lack of conversation. Documentary heritage like most other types of heritage displays strong public good characteristics. Perhaps it is too hard to make money from archives, which makes it understandable that preservation activity is state funded. It may also be that there is little interest from consumers to merit any economists’ attention. To be sure, archives attract fewer visitors than museums or heritage sites and this is understandable since documentary heritage consists of information which is not something people nowadays are willing to travel for. 


Documentary heritage is also a rather complicated matter. The information that archives carry can serve many users for many reasons. When looking at archives, archivists look at the present as well as the past, since there is an administrative as well as a cultural importance to them. This spells double trouble for policy makers. If the cultural importance was not hard enough to grasp, the administrative importance of documentary heritage brings in all kinds of difficulties concerning the democratic rights to have access to all kinds of information about oneself or the government as well as to shield information about oneself from others. Maybe documentary heritage is best left in the hands of experts on archives. Give them some taxpayers’ money each year and hope nothing bad happens. Maybe, but maybe this will leave us with a very limited understanding of the value of documentary heritage.

3.1.1 – Value according to archivists

Archival theory

There are two strands of theory that archivists use to guide their practice. One is archival theory XE "archival theory" \b  and the other is appraisal theory. Archival theory is the older of the two, originating in the role of archivists as keeper of records. It addresses the question how to best keep records. Or to be more specific: “Archival theory is the whole of ideas about what archival material is, whereas archival methodology is the whole of the ideas about how to treat it. Archival practice is the use that archivists make of both theoretical and methodological ideas in their work.”
 The origins of archival theory are normally traced back to the eleventh century, or even further to the Roman legal system. The two most central concepts of this old body of theory are perpetual memory XE "perpetual memory" \b 

 XE "perpetual memory" \b  and public trust. XE "public trust." \b 

 XE "public trust." \b  To be able to validate the occurrence (and rightfulness) of legal transactions, documents where created so as to “freeze the fact in the present before it slipped into the past. And the document as embodiment of the fact had the function of converting the present into the permanent.” To perform their legal function, documents had to be kept in a trusted depository perpetually. The word perpetually in the Roman and medieval context is to be interpreted as without interruption. Documents being legal instruments before anything else, public trust in this context is more important than perpetual memory which has become associated with documentary heritage. “It may be said that, while the idea of perpetual memory expresses the relationship between archival documents and the facts they attest to, that of public faith expresses the relationship between archives and the society they serve.” This legal context formed the basis for archival theory. Considerations about archives as sources for historical research or as a part of a cultural heritage were not taken up by archival theorists until the twentieth century.

Archival methodology

Archival methodology consists of a set of principles that are meant to ensure that logical consistency of an archive remains intact after it is transferred from the records creating organization to a depository. The first comprehensive account of this methodology, the Manual for the arrangement and description of archives by Muller, Feith and Fruin was written in 1898. To create an order in large amounts of information, archivists distinguish documents, records, series and archives. Not all documents are the end product of an action. They may be drafts, roughs, revised versions, personal notes or internal documents not meant to be made public. In order to be able to determine what a document is telling you, it is important to determine its place in relation to the action that it documents. Usually, documents don't stand on their own. They are part of larger groups or documents that are all related to each other because they document the same action. If the records creator wants to be able to make sense of his own actions, he will normally place all these records together in a logical order. In this form these documents become records, records being “information generated by coherent work processes and structured and recorded by these work processes in such a way that it can be retrieved from the context of those work processes.” (Thomassen: 2001, p 374)

The explanation above may serve as in illustration of two basic concepts in archival theory: original order XE "original order" \b 

 XE "original order" \b  and provenance XE "provenance" \b . Both refer two a state of being of an archives that should be respected by archivists. Upon transfer, archivists should make sure that an archive is kept in the order in which it was formed by the records creator. This is important because – assuming that the records creator knew what he was doing – it will ensure easy access and because taking documents out of their original order may mean that the relations with other documents that are needed to give them meaning may be lost. The second principle – provenance – states that records of different origin should be kept separate to preserve their context. Archivists adhere to this principle for similar reasons. The combination of these two requirements is normally referred to as respect des fonds XE "respect des fonds" \b . Archivists should respect the internal fonds (the original order) and the external fonds (its provenance) in order to guarantee that an archive retains its use as a means of reconstructing events. “By adhering to these principles, archivists are able to preserve the organic nature of archives as evidence of transactions.” (Cook: 1992).

The key notion is context. XE "context." \b 

 XE "context." \b  It is good archival practice to not only preserve the records themselves, but also information about the context in which they were created. The idea is that the further documents drift away from the surroundings in which they were created, the harder it becomes to make sense out of them if you don't know who created them and how they relate to other documents. This however implies that the person or organization that created the documents and placed them together so as to form a record, applied some logic that future users can understand. I have no trouble finding my way around the stacks of paper on my desk, but  someone fifty years from now who wants to know what I was doing and is confronted with the same desk, will despair due to their lack of order.

Records and Archives

Knowing how archivists go about keeping records does not tell us how they determine what records to keep. Interestingly enough, for a long time archivists did not bother asking this question. They simply kept those records entrusted to them by state or Crown. In the twentieth century, archivists started questioning this limited role.
 

The most important aspect that has been debated is the role of the archivists vis-à-vis the records creating organization. According to Sir Hilary Jenkinson, the archivists’ role was that of a passive inheritor of government records. Archivists should focus on their task as keepers (custor) of records. Writing in 1937, Jenkinson stated in his Manual of Archive Administration that a document should be considered part of an archive if it: 

“was drawn up or used in the course of an administrative or executive transaction (whether public or private) of which itself formed a part; and subsequently preserved in their own custody for their own information by the person responsible for that action and their legitimate successors.”

This basically meant that any document that was not discarded by the records creator is to be considered archives. Infeasible as this stance may seem, Jenkinson had his reasons for it. Archivists were not to interfere with the process of records creation, allowing archives to accumulate organically, thus ensuring their value as evidence of the past. To support this claim of the value of archives as evidence, Jenkinson formulated five characteristics of archives: 

-impartiality (archives are created with no other reason than to support or provide 
evidence of a certain action): 

-authenticity (archives have from their creation been preserved according to sound procedures, a breach of which would compromise their value as evidence); 

-naturalness (archives are not collected or put together willfully like museum collections); 

-interconnectedness (archives relate to other documents that were relevant at the time of their creation);

-uniqueness (each document has a unique place in the group it belongs to). 

Value judgment by outsiders or the destruction of documents outside the custody of the records creator would only diminish the value of the archive. With that, questions about what should be preserved were placed outside the scope of the profession. 

This view was challenged by Theodore R. Schellenberg. Though he agreed with Jenkinson on the fact that the value of archives as evidence is created by them accumulating without outside interference, and that they are best preserved in the order in which they were created, Schellenberg, writing in the United States in 1956 saw himself confronted with a much larger amount of records to be dealt with, and insisted on using selection as a way of coping with it. In Modern Archives: Principles and Techniques he redefined archives XE "archives" \b  as:

“Those records of any public or private institution which are adjudged worthy of permanent preservation for reference and research purposes and which have been deposited or have been selected for deposit in an archival institution.”

As a matter of definition, for Jenkinson all records are archives (i.e. worthy of preservation); according to Schellenberg archives are a special breed of records, notably those records XE "records" \b  selected for preservation. According to Schellenberg archives “must be preserved for reasons other than those for which they were created or accumulated.”
 Whereas for Jenkinson, archives where all documents that a records creator had deemed necessary to support its actions, for Jenkinsons it was the act of selection for preservation that made records into archives. The necessity of selection brought the role of appraisal into the domain of archivists. In order to guide the process of appraisal, Schellenberg distinguished the primary value of archives as instruments of evidence for their creators from their secondary value which related to their historical or cultural functions for future users. With this division Schellenberg redefined the object of archival theory. Archives were no longer only instruments for legal evidence supporting public trust, but were to be appraised as sources of historical evidence. It has to be noted that this step has been very controversial among archivists because imposing by imposing their own or their users values on archives, runs counter to the notion of archives as a unified whole in which each element relates to another, and which needs to be preserved as a whole to guarantee its authenticity (Duranti: 1994).

Archivists and value: appraisal theory XE "appraisal theory" \b 
Be this as it may, archivists nowadays also take it upon themselves to answer the question what should be preserved. The main reason for this extra task is practical and was already referred to above: during the twentieth century the amount of information produced in society has increased dramatically. Existent medieval records are limited in number, so when encountered they are preserved without question. In the twentieth century, the flow of records became so abundant that this strategy was no longer feasible and choices had (and have) to be made. As Cook describes, early archivists writing around the beginning of the twentieth century “believed that all material created and received by an administration was “archives”. For Schellenberg [writing in the 1950s], “archives” were only that smaller portion that had been chosen by the archivist for preservation from the larger original whole, which he had termed “records”. Records were the concern of record managers and creating institutions; archives were the concern of archivists and archival institutions.” (Cook: 1996, 27-28)  

It is important to point out that the role of archivists has changed. At the beginning of the profession, archivists XE "archivists" \b  were “in house” archivists, operating within and employed by the organization that created the records, providing it with a means of long term evidence, keeping all that was put under their care. Modern archivists no longer serve the records creator alone, but society as a whole. Their repositories are no longer part of the organization of the records creator, but stand alone and the documents that they hold no longer provide evidence solely to the records creator, but serve society as a whole. With the growth of society’s information production, it became clear that choices had to be made. What was less clear was who was to do this. Some archivists prefer to stick to the role of inheritor, focusing on the administration of what is given to them. Others have taken on the active role of record-managers using their knowledge on the creation and use of archives to help organizations cope with their own information production, ignoring the cultural aspects of archives. Other still contend that archivists should not only focus on how archives should be made and managed but also on what archives should be preserved beyond their life as aids to organizations. To avoid confusion, I will use the term records manager XE "records manager" \b  to refer to archivists working for and within the records creating organization, whereas the term archivist will be used to denote people active in the preservation of documentary heritage beyond the realm of the records creator. It is important to point out however that these two professional strands share the same origin. In 1951 Dutch State Archivists Graswinckel posited that the archivist is a two-faced professional, with one face looking at the administrative importance of recent archives while the other looks at the historical importance of old archives. 

 What to preserve and why are complex questions that archival theory alone cannot answer. “Such classic archival theory has no direct relevance, however, to appraisal theory, which concerns the value of records, the reasons or principles why some records are judged important and thus preserved by archives, and others are judged not to be and thus destroyed. The inherent nature of records does not help to determine which records, of the billions and billions created each day, actually have long term, enduring, or archival value.” (Cook: 2008, 6)


The task of deciding what records to preserve is called appraisal XE "appraisal" \b . This task is by no means value-free, although some archivists have for a long tried to make it so. “… appraisal must be impartial (not partial to any type of user), objective (not influenced by the personal outlook and interests of the individual carrying it out), and professional (the ultimate responsibility must be the archivists): it must be based on knowledge derived from analysis; and it must be aimed at providing a complete picture of society.”
 (Duranti: 1994). However, as Schwartz and Cook point out, the preservation of records, their inclusion in what a society regards as its heritage is a matter of knowledge and power. Archives, they argue, constitute the basic fabric of future stories told about the present. “Archives, then, are not passive storehouses of old stuff, but active sites where social power is negotiated, contested, confirmed.” (Schwartz&Cook: 2002) Who should wield this power is a long contested matter in archival theory, and a relevant question to this thesis since it tells us a lot about the values that are determine the course of archival appraisal. “It is perhaps no coincidence that it is this issue that has provoked some of the most heated and protracted debate in the past. For views on appraisal ultimately reflect deeply held beliefs about professional identity – about whether archivists XE "archivists" \b ’ role is primarily as record producers or primarily as record consumers, whether archivists are part of the corporate authorship-creator process or part of the consumer-interpreter process.” (Brothman: 2002, 327) 

According to Jenkinson, it was up to the records creator (in most cases the state). Actually, this was not a conscious decision about which party in society is best able to determine the value of archives; it was Jenkinsons belief that archivists should allow archives to grow organically and avoid interfering with the original order and provenance that placed the appraisal task in the hands of the records creator. However, it may be naïve to assume that the records creator will not distort the integrity of the archives, reshaping it to create a desirable image of itself. Records creators cannot be trusted to have the same respect des fonds that archivist uphold. Furthermore, there is no reason to assume that records creators will come up with a satisfactory way of coping with the abundance of information that they themselves produce. Schellenberg argued that archivist should rely on their historical training complemented with the advice of specialist users (historians). But the research interests of historians change and do not necessarily make for a coherent appraisal policy leaving archivists with collections that are fragmented and have a narrow scope of use. In 1972 Hans Booms has argued that archivists should not rely on records creators or historians to determine which archives should be preserved, but should look at the values expressed by society to guide the process of appraisal. “Measuring the societal significance of past events by analyzing the value which their contemporaries attached to them, should serve as the foundation for all archival efforts towards forming the documentary heritage.” (Booms: 1987: 104) Archivists should look at publicized expressions of public opinion to gather information about which events and developments society finds relevant. This information in turn is to be used to draw up a documentation plan to guide appraisal. The idea that archivists should draw up these kinds of plans for documenting society was elaborated upon by Helen Samuels and is currently referred to as ‘documentation strategy XE "documentation strategy" \b ’. (Samuels: 1986) Booms later on changed his position and stated that the self-expression of its values by society may not be feasible and that archivists therefore should turn to researching the functions of records creating organizations (Booms: 1991). 

Appraisal theory had until then been focused on the micro-level of the documentary universe. It was geared towards appraising documents. Schellenbergs’ evidential and informational values related to documents, and how well they gave evidence of or information about events, not to the events themselves. The latest step in appraisal theory has been to move away from the documents themselves and look at the organizational context in which they were created. To this end a strategy of macro-appraisal XE "macro-appraisal" \b  has been put forward by Terry Cook. Before anything can be said about the value of documents, something has to be known about the organizations that created them and the events that they relate to. This is called macro-appraisal. “In this ‘macro-appraisal’ phase, archivists would seek to understand why records were created rather than what they contain, how they were created and used by their original users rather than how they may be used in the future, and what formal functions and mandates of the creator they supported rather than what internal structure or physical characteristics they may or may not have. […] Phrased differently, the central appraisal question becomes What should be documented? Rather than What documentation should be kept?” (Cook: 1992, 23) 

The shift from micro to macro-appraisal is like a shift from bottom-up to top-down. Instead of starting with documents as the object of appraisal, macro-appraisal starts by looking at the organizational structure of a records creator, determine which tasks performed by this organization are relevant and then determine the informational and evidential value of the documents created in the course of the performance of these tasks. From the macro-perspective, appraisal of documents without sufficient knowledge of the organizational context of creation is pointless. “In fact, indigenous appraisal theory has rarely advanced beyond the ‘taxonomic’ stage, that is to say, beyond a systemization of various ‘values’ of records (such as evidential and informational, legal and fiscal, primary and secondary, etc.) and of various characteristics relating to records (their uniqueness, age, authenticity, manipulability, time span, extent, etc.). Within this ‘values’ framework, archivists since Schellenberg have in effect appraised in a circular fashion: they have studied certain collections of records, determined that certain of the above types of values and characteristics were found in them, codified these as appraisal criteria, and subsequently applied these criteria to other groupings of records.” (Cook: 1992, 15-16) Macro-appraisal and documentation strategy are two methodologies that fall within the societal approach of archival appraisal. As the name suggests, appraisal according to this approach takes society as the object of observation. With this shift in focus, appraisal theory enters the domain of sociology in the sense that it starts linking its efforts to the image that sociological analysis of society offers. 

Macro-appraisal assumes that appraisal should be guided by societal values XE "societal values" \b . In order to find the places were this value is created macro-appraisal applies a structure-agency model XE "structure-agency model" \b  to society that is derived from social theory. (cf. Giddens: 1984) This model has been used by sociologists to provide an analytical framework for society as a whole. Social theorists seek to explain whether peoples' actions are best understood by looking at the way individuals or groups shape their destiny (agency) or the institutions they operate in (structure). Unsurprisingly, questions about which element has most explanatory power or how the two interrelate remain contended. (Sewel: 1992) Taking a unproblematic view on the matter Cook posits that “sociologists and others have found that all societies (including the archivists residing in them) assign greater or lesser value to different dimensions of the three-way  interplay of social structures, social functions and citizens (individually or as members of social groups).” (Cook: 2004, 8) Put briefly, the social structures in this quote are record creating agencies within the government; the social functions are the aims and tasks these agencies set themselves as well as the way they execute them and  citizens are citizens. By looking at the “three-way interplay” between these three, archivists should be able to see how the government functions within civil society. “The operational logic underpinning this macro-appraisal theory is simple enough to state. Public institutions have certain formal and internally developed functions assigned to them and sanctioned by democratic societies through parliamentary representatives in the form of laws, regulations and general policy directions; in this way, these institutions are a filter (and mirror) of societal trends, activities, needs, ideas and wishes, of the things that society 'values', of what it wants to be part of its public life.” (Cook: 2004, 8-9) It is the appraising archivists’ task to figure out which documents produced by government make up this mirror and preserve them.

The discussion on appraisal theory may be summarized as follows. In deciding what archives to preserve, archivists basically have three options: look at the documents themselves, rely on outside experts’ opinion or look at values expressed by society through its institutions. The Dutch PIVOT project that is the backbone of current appraisal at the National Archives of the Netherlands contains a mixture of these three options. It will be discussed below in the chapter on policy.

For whom to preserve?

Questions about what archives to preserve and who should decide about this remain difficult to answer. A related question that is often left unanswered by archivists is the question of the user. For whom is this or that piece of information preserved? As shown above, archivists have for some time now emancipated themselves from the state as employer and supplier of records and keep research interest of historians at bay, but discussions about how archivists should relate to their users are more recent. A lot has been said about how and how much effort should be dedicated to meeting user needs (Blais&Enns: 1990, for instance). These discussions have normally focused on activities like public programming and making archives more accessible to non-specialized users. These are matters that are secondary to the question of appraisal. First one has to decide what to preserve, and then the efforts that should be invested in making the acquired archives more accessible can be debated. With the above mentioned exception of Booms’ ideal of the public opinion as a guide for appraisal policies, users are normally not directly included in the process of appraisal. A reason for this is that archivists contend that users XE "users" \b  (notably historians) have interests that are different, i.e. narrower than those of archivists. 

The relation between archivists and researchers is interesting. One the one hand archivists cannot be sufficiently knowledgeable about all domains of society, so in order to have a decent knowledge base on which to ground a value-judgment, the expertise of specialized researchers is required. This advising role is normally filled in by historians. On the other hand archivists carefully keep the actual decision-making power in their own hands, so as to insure that the decisions made do not become biased towards the interests of the specialists consulted.
 Regarding the process of archival appraisal, researchers have a double-role, they are advisers as well as users. The need for archivists to keep their distance from historians has been discussed at length by archival theorists. Gerald Ham has warned archivists not to let the process of archival appraisal be influenced too much by historians, lest it becomes a “weather vane moved by the changing winds of historiography” (Ham: 1975). To ward of these outside influences, archivist need appraisal standards. Economists would use a different term for this type of situation: rent seeking XE "rent seeking" \b  (Grampp: 1989). The arts sector for instance, is susceptible to this kind of behavior, because in order to make judgments about arts products, government officials have to rely on expert opinions. The risk of rent seeking occurs when the people giving these expert opinions also have an interest in the object of judgment. This two-faced position of advisor and beneficiary may lead experts to give advices that are in their own interest in stead of that of society as a whole. I argue that the same principle applies to the role of researchers in the process of archival appraisal. 

This absence of users and their interests in the decisions made concerning appraisal is conspicuous as well as understandable. It is conspicuous, because it makes archival appraisal practice reek of the rent-seeking behavior. In an economists’ ideal world, the combined interests of users legitimize these kinds of decisions and the costs they imply. When lack of information on the part of users occurs, it is customary to rely on expert opinions. As mentioned above, in the case of archival appraisal experts are often historians which makes it difficult to distinguish between the value of an archive for future users and the experts’ own research interest. However, it is also understandable because at the moment of appraisal it can be difficult to get a good grip on what the secondary use for the records could be. A relevant factor in point is the time that elapses between creation and appraisal (or simply put the age of the records). Due to juridical and technological changes this period has become much shorter and archivists have to appraise relatively young archives. This is problematic, since it takes time for things to become history. In Jenkinsons thinking about appraisal there was to be a “kind of cocoon stage” after which archives would submerge from a period of inutility to become sources for research. (Tschan: 2002, 182) Nowadays there is usually little time for documents to ‘metamorphose’ from records to archives or for secondary functions to ‘grow’. Without the necessary ripening time, there is often no or only little secondary use for archives under appraisal. Therefore, the appraising archivists’ users are often future users whose interests are unknown. To cope with these uncertainties, archivists turn to appraisal theory and the methodologies that rest upon it to make the best of now.

Summarizing

So what does this discussion tell us about the value that archivists attach to archives? 

First, the basis of all archival value is the function of documents as evidence. This makes sense when we take into account that archivists as professionals started out in the middle ages as keepers of legal documents. As keepers of evidence, trust is a value of paramount importance to archivists and all of archival methodology is geared towards making sure that the documents in custody remain trustworthy accounts of past events. For archivists to be worth anything, society has to be able to trust them, morally as well as professionally. Moral trust in this sense means that archivists should also be trusted to preserve and not destroy or distort records that hold sensitive information. From this point of view, it is understandable that archivists are weary of aligning themselves with the interest of the state as records creator. Professional trust means that archivist should be trusted to “do their job right” and preserve information in such a manner as to guarantee its value for future. From this standpoint, the insistence on respect des fonds starts to make sense. If archivists follow the rules of their own game, archives will keep their archival value and archivists will generate trust, if not archives will corrupt and archivists will lose their jobs. 

But keeping archives in a protected and ordered state is not an end in itself. The trust that archivists and records managers try to generate is of importance to society as a whole. In this sense, archivists and records managers can be compared to other “trustworthy” professionals like notaries or bankers. If they manage to preserve archival value, the archives and records under custody may continue to serve as evidence, which is useful to society. Without credible documentation of important events in society, all kinds of claims to property, political titles and financial transactions can constantly be called into question. The trust that documentary evidence generates, releases people from the need to constantly reassess their property and titles and allows for continuity and stability. 

Second, with time this evidential function has expanded from the legal domain. Documents no longer only provide legal evidence; they also provide evidence and information for historical knowledge and cultural identity. Their function has widened. These added uses are the basic reason for the formation of documentary heritage. Documents are used to provide evidence of other things than legal transactions and for other reasons than litigation. Providing evidence for historical knowledge and sources of memory for cultural identity also requires documents to be trustworthy, so most of archival methodology still applies. As resources for historical knowledge, the use of archival heritage may generate values like knowledge and social integration and perhaps even truth. However this raison d’être for documentary heritage made appraisal a key issue for archivists. With these ‘new’ reasons for preserving archives, questions about the nature of archival value, and what values should guide appraisal become more stringent.

Third, respect for the context of creation is a prerequisite for archival value. In the classical (or micro-) approach to appraisal this meant that if the entirety of documents produced is kept in its original order and grouped according to the principle of provenance, an archive will keep its archival value. It also means that during creation, archives should be allowed to grow organically without outside interference, and archivists should not impose selections or new order on an archive. As mentioned, the first part of this position is no longer tenable: selecting documents for preservation or destruction has become a necessity. Also with the introduction of macro-selection, the provenance of an archive has taken on a new form as indicator of value. One has to now about the records creators’ organization, its functions and the place of documents within the organization to be able to say something about the value of documents. Provenance in this context no longer refers to the physical place of origin but becomes a logical or intellectual construct. If you know that this or that action was important to society and you know who performed it, you should be able to designate documents that are valuable.

Fourth, faced with an abundance of records, archivists are forced to select records for preservation leaving the rest to be destroyed or neglected. In order to guide there decisions a body of (rather speculative) theory has been drawn up concerning archival appraisal. With this, two strands of theory exist within one professional discourse that are not on the same level and often run counter to each other. They are not on the same level, since archival appraisal (i.e. macro appraisal) takes an outside perspective to archives, whereas archival theory focuses on the archives themselves. The question central to archival theory is “How well do these archives perform their task as instruments of evidence?”; the question central to archival appraisal is “What is the relevance of the evidence these archives can provide?” Asking these questions often puts archivists at odds with themselves, because if the archival appraiser answer is “Limited, let’s keep this part and destroy the rest”, the archival theorist’s answer will be “less well than before this appraiser came along.”  

3.1.2 – Value according to economists

Economists and value

From an economists’ point of view, all this talk about provenance and respect for original context seems hopelessly vague and inefficient. Were are the costs and the benefits and how can we measure them? These questions are understandable if we consider that economists’ ideas about value have come about via a different route. A brief discussion may serve to elucidate the economists’ point of view.


At the start of economics as a scientific discipline, value was thought to inhere in an object. It may have been put there by God, or as suggested by the labor theories of value XE "labor theories of value" \b  put forward by Adam Smith and David Ricardo, by the work men invested in it. The problem with this approach to value was that it offered no way of comparing the value of different objects or the labor they had required. What was needed was exchange value XE "exchange value" \b . A solution to this problem was proposed by the marginalist theory of value XE "marginalist theory of value" \b . To Marginalists like Stanley Jevons and Ludwig von Mises value was no longer (only) objective, inherent to the object. Value was subjective and originated from the utility XE "utility" \b  that people derive from using an object. Valuations of objects may therefore differ between individuals or circumstances. From this point onward it seemed clear that the exchange value depended on these subjective valuations. The price that people are willing to pay for things depends on the amount of utility they expect to derive from using them. Assuming that their expectations are correct, prices will provide a correct reflection of value.


It is important to note that the Marginalists’ methodological approach focuses on the individual. The expectations (and preferences) that lead to the price people were willing to pay for things in the market, were thought to reside in the individual. Every person knows what he likes best and acts accordingly. This line of reasoning is still used in Neo-classical economicsE "Neo-classical economics" \b  XE "neo-classical economics" \b , which treats peoples’ preferences as given and constant in order to explain their behavior. (Stigler & Becker: 1977) However, as Dolfsma suggests, the view that value originates from individual preferences XE "individual preferences" \b  may be too narrow. Since humans are social beings, it seems reasonable to assume that their likes and dislikes are too a considerable degree dependent on their social environment. (Dolfsma: 1997) For the moment, I’ll sidestep this point and return to the place where the economists’ idea of value is to be observed, the market.

What does the market tell us?

The economists’ idea of value (more specifically, exchange value) is strongly related to the market. This is the place were measurable value is created. Apart from being the most efficient allocator of resources as many hold it to be, the market is also the only place in which economic value (exchange value) takes on a neatly measurable form. We may say that the market is a double edged sword in this sense. Not only is it beneficial to society, since using markets and currencies solves a lot of inefficiencies involved in barter, but it may also serve as a tool for measuring society. To neoclassical economists the prices paid in the market reflect an undercurrent of preferences, valuations and beliefs in society that would be a lot harder to observe if there was to be no market. 


This view of the market as efficient and objective has lead to a widespread belief among economists that the market is not only the best but also the only site of economic behavior. (Polanyi: 1977) From this standpoint any market behavior that does not seem logic, should be seen a deviations that can be corrected for. All behavior can in theory be traced back to models of individual with a fixed set of preferences endeavoring under given constraints to maximize their utility. If only everyone was free to do so all the time, the advocates of the laissez-faire approach argue, this would yield the most efficient outcome (the most economic growth XE "economic growth" \b ) for society as a whole. However, as Klamer argues, the explanatory power over the market and measurements based upon market behavior can easily be overstated. Given that economic growth is not an end in itself and that there are many instances of either goods or behavior that cannot be explained using the market paradigm, it is more reasonable to assume that what we can observe though the looking glass of markets and prices is only a limited part of social reality. (Klamer: 2002) From this point on the debate becomes one of ends and means, especially when we apply it to the field of culture. For economists a museum is an economic agent that like any other will have to make its due contribution to the economy or face the consequences. Make money or go bankrupt. This doesn’t sound good for the museum. From an art historians point of view, the museum let’s people experience beauty or show them new points of view. These are things that greatly enrich a persons’ life and it would be ridiculous to make these ends subservient to economic growth. It is hard to point out a winner in this debate, but it seems justified to criticize neo-classical economics XE "neo-classical economics" \b  for holding economic growth for an end in itself. (Klamer: 2005) In a sense, the advent of exchange value is a mixed blessing for mans’ understanding of value: on the one hand it produces one of the few measurable indicators of value, but on the other hand this indicator (money) tends to overshadow the things of which it is supposed to be a referent detaching itself (and thereby peoples’ understanding) of the valuables that it may procure. People don’t eat money; they use money as a means of getting things they value. 


From this point of view economics is simply a way of looking at things, which in some cases may make sense, but in other cases seems to put matters in a straight jacket, usually the straight jacket of accounting. (Klamer: 2003). Some things like shoes are a pretty normal thing to exchange in a market. They function as one would expect of a commodity: I can buy them, I can use them, if I use them, you can’t use them, if I use them a lot, they wear down, if I like your shoes better than mine, I may offer you money for them, etc. And the market mechanism is not restricted to shoes. For some time now, society has approached other things like labor, land and money itself as commodities. But the behavior of these “quasi-commodities XE "quasi-commodities" \b ” differs from that of shoes. Their relation to people themselves is often so tight that people will start acting ‘uneconomically’ when prices go down. We may wonder whether these quasi-commodities are commodities at all. (Polanyi: 1957) From the economic point of view, being able to freely trade these things will make society more productive and therefore wealthier and therefore (presumably) happier. Others will argue that the stress that free trade of things that people are so closely attached to may bring about, will destabilize society and make people unhappier. Even though a lot of trading may take place in the market, we should question what the prices pay tell us about value. 


In the field of culture the reliability of prices paid in the market as measure of value is well below average. The agents don’t act rational from an economic point of view: consumers preferences change due to their consumption and a lot of producers don’t seek profit maximization. (Throsby: 2001, 24) Another problem with the field of culture is that most goods produced have strong public good E "public good" \b  XE "public goods" \b  characteristics. These characteristics, non-rivalness XE "non-rivalness" \b  and non-excludability XE "non-excludability" \b  mean that a lot of people can consume a public good at the same time and that it is difficult to exclude people who consume. This makes for a product that is hard to put on the market, since producers have limited possibilities to recoup their investments. In the case of public goods possibilities for gain are limited, but not impossible. There are no examples of goods that everyone can use at the same time and from which it is completely impossible to exclude people. There are always some limitations and one may wonder whether ‘pure’ public goods actually exist or whether we are dealing with an ideal concept. (Ver Eecke: 1999) Perfect or not, the difficulties that public goods pose in a market environment make for convincing argument in favor of government support. 


Most cultural goods XE "cultural goods" \b  combine public and private good characteristics and are categorized as mixed goods XE "mixed goods" \b . They can be bought and sold, but not all of the effects that the (consumption of) these goods brings about are reflected in the price. It is useful when possible to split cultural goods into the physical object or the carrier and the information or experience that consumption may bring about. A lot of times the information carrier (for instance, the canvas and the paint or the ink and the paper) can be treated as a private good, but the information that it carries is much harder to contain. If the carrier itself also has strong public good characteristics (the outside of a building for instance) it becomes really hard to exclude people from consuming. In these cases people will be inclined to consume without paying, which is called free-riding. A related phenomenon is that cultural goods, once produced may have all kinds of effects that are not directly attributable to its sales. Museums may increase a city’s tourism incomes, literature may raise education levels. These are all things that are good for society, but it is hard to sell them. Effects that cannot be internalized in a market transaction are called externalities. These externalities undermine the working of the pricing mechanism and lead to market failure. (Van der Ploeg: 2006) 

Use value, non-use value


Economists assume that people value things because using them provides them with utility. In order to explain economic behavior, economists draw up either cardinal or ordinal orders of utility XE "utility" \b  and attach them to individuals. These orders make up the input for the utility functions that are used to explain or predict behavior, but what utility is, remains unclear. As matter of fact, a lot of economists don’t seem to bother. As long as the figures turn out to be correct, there’s no need to understand what it is that they relate to. But the conception of utility that the standard assumptions of economic analyses suppose seems somewhat unrealistic. To economic analyses, preferences are fixed, people are fully aware of them and people are able to put their preferences on the same scale and act accordingly. In a sense, this black box of utility leads to the same blind spot that money as an indicator of value. It tends to overshadow the reality behind the utility leaving homo economicus with no other goals than getting as much utility as possible without asking why. The argument becomes circular: people value objects that provide them with utility, therefore people will be prepared to pay a certain price for the objects, the price being an indicator of its’ value. 


Economic analysis doesn’t tell us why people want to use things and to make matters more a lot of the times it is not even clear what it actually is that people use. This may be clear in the case of shoes, but it is harder to understand in the case of cultural goods (Klamer: 2002) A part of this confusion arises from the mixed good characteristics of cultural goods combined with the distinction between information and carrier. A painting can be traded, but the effects of looking at it cannot. Similarly, one can pay for a ticket to the theater, but does that mean that the benefits that these costs (together with the time spent during the play) generate stop when the curtain falls? The part of a cultural good that is a physical object or carrier tends to conform reasonably well to market rules, but the intangible experience that it generates does not. Furthermore, it is not at all clear how this intangible experience works. The kinds of utility that people derive from consuming cultural products can be very different. Listening to Bach will give most people a pleasant experience of beauty. For German people it may also provide them with a sense of national pride, Christians (as well as other people) may derive spiritual comfort from it and attendance of an annual performance of the Mattheus Passion attended at a local church may give people a sense of belonging to a community. All these things may draw people towards this music and they may even pay for it, but the reality behind their experiences is more complex than an addition of the figures on ticket stubs and CD recordings may suggest.


With the abovementioned difficulties in mind, it is not surprising that the utility derived from use value XE "use value" \b s often remains under the radar of the market. Outside the market value cannot be gauged through supply and demand but has to be approached through questions and answers. To get some grip on goods that are not traded in the market, economists measure peoples’ willingness to pay. This type of study is called contingent valuation XE "contingent valuation" \b . These measurements may indicate how much government expenditure is needed for a good. These measurements will not always be accurate since people may not know what the good entails, may be unable to express value preferences between goods and may overstate their willingness to pay since they don’t expect actual taxation. Another difficulty may arise when people value a certain good not (only) because of the value that it represents for themselves but because of the value that it represents to a group. (Throsby: 2003) Interestingly enough, contingent valuations also provide measurements for value that people attach to things that they do not use themselves. Throsby identifies three of these so called non-use value XE "non-use value" \b s: existence value XE "existence value" \b , option value XE "option value" \b  and bequest value XE "bequest value" \b . (Throsby: 2001, 78-79) The reasoning behind these values is that using willingness to pay XE "willingness to pay" \b  based only use value as a measurement for a good might understate its total value. Several studies have shown that the amount of taxation that people find reasonable for a certain good is not only based on how much they expect to use it, but also from how much people value knowing that it exists, knowing that they (or others) may use it in the future or knowing that it will be passed on to future generations. These non-use values were first identified by economists working in the field of nature preservation (cf. for instance Walsh, Loomis and Gillman: 1984) and have been applied to the field of culture and cultural heritage. (cf. for instance Ruijgrok: 2006)

Summarizing

So what does this tell us about economists’ view of value?


First, economists distinguish use value from exchange value XE "exchange value" \b . Exchange value has most interest to them, since it is most important in the marketplace. Assuming utility maximizing behavior, the price that someone is willing to pay for something may be used as an indicator of its value. The existence of exchange value with money as its instrument obviously is very important to society because we have difficulties comparing the value if completely different objects, like shoes and a bus-ticket to go see grandma. On the other hand, price is a dubious measure of value, because we have difficulty comparing the value of completely different objects. 


Second, looking at the market for value will not give a complete picture. It may be that goods don’t suit the needs of the market environment because they have public good characteristics. It may also be that people simply don’t want to put goods in the marketplace because it doesn’t seem right. A third limiting factor is that people exchange a lot of things they value without any money coming into play. Such non-monetary economy often takes place in the social sphere. In an ideal neo-classical world everything people can possibly want to use is exchanged in a free market situation, so that society will reach a most effective distribution of its resources and goods. That is, assuming that everyone has detailed knowledge about what they want and how much they are willing to pay for it.


Third, economics doesn’t tell us anything about where the use value of goods comes from. As long as its estimation is coupled to a realistic willingness to pay, economic models will give useful predictions about behavior in the marketplace. However, not all goods are equally suitable for exchange in the market. This leaves a lot of dark spots in the light that economics can shed on society. The best way to clarify these dark spots is to look at the use value involved. How do people use these goods and why they value them?

3.1.3 – Aspects of value

Individual or collective

So where are we supposed to look for this thing called value? As mentioned above, economists associate value with utility preferences that are located at the individual level. What I like best will determine my behavior in the market and tell economists about the value of things I buy. This view has been criticized by several scholars. Granovetter argues that neoclassical atomized actor view on value formation is unrealistic and that markets and economic action (including the valuations that guide it) are embedded XE "embeddedness" \b  in “ongoing structures of social relations”, like families and peer groups. (Granovetter: 1985) This view leads away from the image of the market as neutral mechanism for allocating means and economics as a value free science. This would at least explain why economics has turned away from (and has difficulty explaining) moral and cultural values. (Klamer: 2003) A persons’ preferences are based on his view of the world and beliefs about how best to act. Nobody creates these views by himself. Coming to grips with the field of cultural production, David Throsby hypothesizes that “the economic is individual, the cultural is collective.” (Throsby: 2001) This seems like taking the easy way out. Okay, there are other values than economic exchange value, so when looking at economic behavior, we’ll focus on individuals and the rest can be studied by looking at groups and social relations. This methodological focus on the individual is understandable. Economics is the science of needs and wants. Adam Smith, the founding father of economics stated that it is by acting in their self interest that people stir on the economy. But (at the risk of repeating myself), how do people and the economists who study them determine their self interest? Presumably not all by themselves. 

The culture (in the anthropological sense) of which one is part matters, as well as the social and institutional setting in which action takes place. From this point of view, the concept of value starts making more sense because it incorporates the question of why people value things. On the other hand, it does not make things easier. Values (in the sense of social, cultural and moral values) are elusive and may contradict each other. It is hard to make out whether someone works very hard because he’s part of the Western European culture that prizes a good work ethic or because his parents never gave him enough credit for his endeavors. An often heard deliberation is when Dutch people tell about why they don’t give money to homeless people. They would want to, since they find it important to be compassionate, but it interferes with the working of our welfare system in which they put great trust. 

Value of Culture XE "value of culture" \b 
At this point the meaning of the words value and culture may have become unclear. Culture can mean either a shared set of beliefs and knowledge or to the arts and the artistic or cultural goods it produces. Value can be interpreted as economic value but may also refer to cultural, social or moral values that people hold. The interpretations of these terms determine the scope of a research project. (Klamer: 2003b) What makes things confusing is that the social, cultural or moral values seem to defy a separate categorization of the concepts value and culture. They are part of value as well as culture. The confusion becomes apparent when we look at the several types of value that constitute cultural value XE "cultural value" \b  identified by David Throsby, i.e. aesthetic, spiritual, social, historical, symbolic and authenticity value. (Throsby: 2001: 28-29) These types of value are based on characteristics that adhere to objects that people derive benefit from through use: they are use values in the economic sense. This view on things enables Throsby to incorporate these values into utility functions in order to explain behavior. Klamer takes issue with this approach on two fronts. First, he argues that by treating these cultural values as individual preferences XE "individual preferences" \b , Throsby puts them back in the straightjacket of economic theory, with its unrealistic assumptions about atomized actors acting trying to maximize their welfare without knowing (or telling us) why. Second, he argues that Throsby’s definition of cultural value is too inclusive. Although he agrees that economic value (exchange value) is not the same as cultural value, separate categories for social and cultural value are necessary. Social values XE "social values" \b  should be understood as “values that work in the context of interpersonal relationships, groups, communities and societies.” These are values like identity, trust, friendship and love. Cultural values “are the values that evoke quality over and above the economic or social.” The reason for this separate treatment is that cultural value relates to its’ ability to inspire or give meaning (Klamer: 2001, Klamer: 2007) This notion draws on Immanuel Kants’ disinterested experience of the sublime. Cultural goods “stir the soul” and allow for a free play of imagination and understanding. All though it seems reasonable to distinguish the value of trust or friendship from the value of inspiration or imagination, one may still wonder whether the reasons that underlie human inspiration and imagination are not themselves socially embedded and there for part of culture in its’ social definition. However it does bring the debate onto other aspects of value.

Universal, contingent, intrinsic, instrumental

A central issue in the abovementioned debate between culturalists and economists centers on the question whether or not the value of culture is intrinsic XE "intrinsic value" \b  to cultural goods. Following the line of Kants’ disinterested pleasure, classic art and literary theorists have held that the reason that certain works of art have continued to elicit appreciation has to do with the fact that these works show characteristics that relate to an universal XE "universal value" \b  ideal of beauty. This approach has given rise to artistic and literary canons that are supposed to bring together the quintessential masterpieces of every discipline. Contrary to this view stands the argument commonly associated with postmodernism that although these works may certainly be held to meet a standard, the standards used are not universal, but only represent the Western ideal of beauty. Scholars in the field of gender studies, cultural studies and gay and lesbian studies have argued that there are more standards to judge beauty from than that of the western, white, rationalist, heterosexual male. (Smith: 1983) As Jean-Francois Lyotard tells us, we should be weary of the meta-narratives taken from the modernist Enlightenment world view which are implicitly present in the western approach to science. (Lyotard: 1979) The idea that there is no one universal standard by which to measure things like value has been criticized for leading to cultural relativism XE "cultural relativism" \b , leaving man with no way of distinguishing good from bad. This criticism is valid, since it is bewildering for man to live without a moral compass. On the other hand, fear of confusion should be no excuse for excluding other compasses that do not point in the same direction.


When the discussion held concerns moral values, it becomes rather unwieldy. Returning to aesthetic value, the components are a bit clearer. There is the tension between the universalist view of value as was put forth by Kant, which has been countered be the view of value as being contingent XE "contingent value" \b . “All value is radically contingent, being neither a fixed attribute, an inherent quality, or an objective property of things but rather an effect of multiple, continuously changing, and continuously interacting variables or, to put this another way, the product of the dynamics of a system, specifically an economic system.” (Smith: 1983) And then there is the tension between the view of value as instrumental or intrinsic. (Van den Braembussche: 1996) This is the by now well know debate between economists and culturalists. When we take the tension between value as generated by individuals or by groups of people into consideration, and holding these three dichotomies next to the speakers in the debate, we arrive at some interesting combinations. For instance, a neoclassical economist would contend that aesthetic value resides in the individual and that it is instrumental. But is it universal? One may suspect, because if not, it is contingent, which implies that it is generated by groups of people, which contradicts the economists’ first proposition. The problem is that if it is universal how can it still be instrumental? Value is instrumental to all people in the same way? That sounds more like collective to me. What about the culturalist? Well, to him value is universal and intrinsic. But is it individual? If we are dealing with a Kantian culturalist, he will contend that an aesthetic value judgment is subjective and universal at the same time. This is because to Kant aesthetic value judgments are universal, and therefore will have to be shared by everyone. This, as van den Braembussche points out turns into piece of circular logic. Besides, one needn’t look far to find evidence of the fact that most aesthetic judgments are not shared by everyone.


Obviously, I am exaggerating things here and I do not doubt that there are culturalists as well as economists that are able to talk themselves out of my little paradoxes. What it doest tell us is that the view that one has of what value is, is dependent on the context of use. To an economist, it is simply inconvenient if value is dependent on group activities, because it is hard to allow for these in mathematical models. For culturalists it is simply threatening when value is considered instrumental, because then they might as well have become insurance brokers. 

Pragmatic view on value

When talking about value one often finds oneself going about like a child eating a jelly sandwich. You talk about it a little and turn around to talk about it some more only to realize that your own predispositions have traveled with you stuck to your behind. Before you know it you find yourself covered in all kinds of presumptuous metaphysics smearing everything you touch with jelly as you go along. In an attempt to eat like an adult I’ll try to use a knife and fork. 


A first tool for tidying up the discussion is creating an overview of the sites that value may be supposed to originate from. I’ll use John Locke’s distinction between primary and secondary qualities XE "qualities, primary, secondary, tertiary" \b  complemented with Dolfsmas’ tertiary quality. (Dolfsma: 1997) The instrument works like this: we treat value as a quality and want to know whether it is a primary, secondary or tertiary quality. A primary quality inheres in and is inseparable from an object. If value is a primary quality, this would mean that it is a particular quality that an object has to have in order to be valuable, just like grass has its greenness and rocks have their hardness. Only this time it is not the color or the density of an object we are talking about but its ‘valueness’. For this to be true, this quality should in theory be observable to everyone. As we may gather from the discussion so far it is not. This may be due to the fact that some people have limited value perception, just as other people are colorblind or have numb hands. It may also be that the objects value quality is not constantly present in it. If I’m hungry there’s value in potatoes, but if I’m not hungry, where does the value go? Surely, the other qualities like its color, size or nutritional value [sic!] have not changed, but its special value quality has. I think it would take some very fancy quantum mechanics to explain how my eating one potato can change another potato. Perhaps the value quality is not attached to the potato but to me. 


Let’s say it’s my hunger that creates a want, which leads me to value potatoes. Now it’s no longer the potato’s special primary value quality that makes it valuable but my want. However, this want of mine should not lead me to value only potatoes. Other types of food may still my hunger, and therefore be of value to me. It’s my wants that lead me to ascribe value to objects that I think have the best or the most primary quality to fulfill my need. My thoughts on these matters are my preferences. If value is a secondary quality it is a quality that is produced in me by the use of objects guided by my preferences. So were do I get these preferences from? Probably from testing. I’m hungry, I eat potatoes and the hunger goes away. I might even cook them and find out that this leads to even more gratification. 

Obviously, I don’t go out testing which objects are most suitable for every need I have. It may even by that I am not aware that I have a certain need, like people were unaware of their need of oxygen before they figured out how our respiratory system works. What we value and why depends on the way we view the world. We constantly go about interacting with our environment. Some of this behavior may be said to instinctive or unconscious. Other behavior may be a result of personal experience. In order for these actions to involve value there has to be me, an object, a need and a judgment about the relation between the object and the need. Conscious judgment seems prerogative for value to be present in an interaction. If in a reflex I evade an oncoming bus, this is not a value judgment, but it may lead me to think differently about my life and make me value other things. It was my instinct that made me jump and it was my personal experience of the brevity of my life that changed my outlook on things and perhaps made me reevaluate my needs. 


The discussion just entered a loophole. Apparently we not only value things in relation to their perceived ability to meet our needs, we also very the importance of the gratification of our needs themselves. A reshuffling of needs may occur due to a dramatic event like a near accident, but our environment is a more important source of it. When I jumped away from the bus, it turned my life into an example of itself. Without this experience I would probably have not started deliberating my needs. Now fortunately (I think) most of us are not involved in life changing near accidents all the time. Our social environment is the most important source of examples of what needs are important and how these may be gratified. Presumably society as a whole does not operate on instincts alone. Conscious judgments and deliberations play a crucial role. This is what is meant by value as a tertiary quality. It is through interaction with their social environment that people figure out what they value.


A second instrument guiding this discussion on values is the pragmatic XE "pragmatic view on value" \b  approach put forth by John Dewey. (Dewey: 1939, 1949) In striving for a coherent theory of value, Dewey tried to pry the concept loose from its intrinsic and universalist connotations. Only when we turn to observable behavior involved in valuation can we hope to say anything meaningful about value without getting entangled in metaphysics or linguistic confusion. It therefore does not suffice to simply consider valuation as internal mental states, like desire. Valuation XE "Valuation" \b  involves desire. Like desiring valuation involves a prospective situation that is desirable, but valuation also involves the means to get to this end. Valuation involves desire as well as interest in the prospect situation, interest referring to a specific type of connection involved. Burglars as well as me may have in interest in my grandmothers’ jewelry, but the prospective situation of having them may be different as well as the means of attaining it. Whether my grandmother has good locks on the window matters to the burglar, but not to me. Whether the jewels are engraved with my family name matters to me but not to the burglar. Valuations are dependent upon the situation they take place in. Our valuations of these jewels will differ.  According to Dewey it is better to focus on statements that people make which involve valuation, which he called value propositions XE "value propositions" \b . Value propositions are to be located in the behavioral field. To Dewey value propositions are to be set apart from mere expressions of emotion or instinctive reactions. There is always an element of deliberation needed. And as mentioned, internal states of mind do not suffice. An element of teleology is needed. Value propositions differ from other propositions with regard to the relation they hold to the ends or consequences that they imply.


A few examples may elucidate matters. The statement “that piece of land is twenty acres in size” differs from the statement “that piece of land is ten Euros per acre.” The difference is that the first statement is merely descriptive, while the second statement opens vistas unto future ends. Who would want to buy it and why? What would he use the land for that makes him want to part with 10 Euros for each acre? Apparently, owning this land is desirable, presumably because it may be used for something nice. Or compare “John is a father” with “John is a good father”. The first statement again is descriptive denoting the observable fact that John has succeeded in biologically reproducing. The second statement implies all kinds of standards by which to measure the goodness of Johns’ fatherhood. By stating that John is a good father, we imply that John has the means to meet certain standards. It is characteristic of value propositions that the relation of the proposition to the ends implied by it is somewhat fuzzy. So, if we were to state that “John is a good father, because in order to be a good father one has to spend this or that amount of income and time on a child and John has done just that.”, we seemingly disambiguate the relation between the proposition and the end it entails. However, critical bystanders may easily start arguing that these measurable amounts of time and money are enough to justify qualifying John as a good father. Crucial to the ensuing discussion will be the amount of knowledge available about the needs of infants and the effectiveness of certain fatherly behavior in meeting these needs. Equally crucial will be some kind of consensus about the actual requirements that are to be put on a father. 


Important to the discussion is knowing what needs an object is capable of meeting (what it is to be valued for) as well as knowing how well it will do the job. Value propositions relate objects as means to a certain end. From this we may gather that we do not value things as ends in themselves. Dewey argues that the use of the word value as a noun is confusing because it suggests that values are intrinsic, and that things that are really valuable cannot be means, because that would make them instrumental. Against this view Dewey posits value propositions are to be situated on a means-ends continuum. We value certain things because they help us attain certain goals. The goals that we can state for ourselves are limited by our comprehension of the world. They are not ends in themselves but ends in view, backed up to a greater or lesser extent by factual knowledge and beliefs. This is what makes for the fuzziness in the relation between value propositions and the ends they entail. Values are backed up by knowledge and beliefs. Now, if we have (or think we have) sufficient knowledge to state that “in order to achieve Y, one must have X,” this may be considered a value proposition, but it does not necessarily end the debate. We have just posited Y as an end, but may continue to wonder what good it actually is. By doing so, we “degrade” Y from its status as end and rethink it as a means. In this ongoing process of valuing things as means to ends, we’re bound to smear some jelly on our hands. No one can go on forever making value propositions backing each one up with warranted claims. Some form of belief, attitude or emotion is going to creep into the discussion at some point. The ends we hold out for ourselves do not exist in isolation of other ends, reality or at least our view of it. It’s useful to now and again take some time to think about the reasons of ones values, but it will always result in an open end or give you a funny feeling. It’s an ongoing process for those who are not the semi-divine philosophers wandering about in a world that is more real than ours, partaking of immutable and ideal ideas as envisioned by Plato. We may wonder whether there really is such a place, were nothing ever happens. What would we be supposed to do there anyway?

It is safe to say that we are left with our endless deliberations. This process of ongoing deliberation illustrates the means-ends continuum XE "means-ends continuum" \b  posited by Dewey. What it implies is that the values that we ascribe to things may be ranked hierarchically. Value ascribed to types of food or clothes may be trumped by values ascribed to personal relationships. These values again may be trumped by our standards on what we consider morally right. (Klamer: 2003a) Different values held by one person may conflict and the hierarchies we place them in are not the same for every situation or person. I may like Italian bread, but continue to by the Dutch bread sold by my local baker, because he is a friend of mine. What happens if I learn that my friend the baker does not pay taxes over his income? This may way heavily for me, and I may decide to forfeit my friendly relation with him in exchange for the feeling of doing the right thing. Then again, I may not and my neighbor may have different views on the subject. Enough cause for debate. 

A final note on terminology. To value something simply means putting it on a means-ends continuum. The word valuation refers to the same thing. To e-, de- or reevaluate something means assessing it as a means to an end. “To evaluate is to make sense of a valuation. While valuing something can be a spontaneous process, evaluation involves the conscious reflection on the reason for valuation.” (Klamer: 2003b, 200) When reflecting on valuations and discussing them, one may stumble on new insights and find out that there are other scales or means-ends continuums that our object of valuation may be placed upon. This may be called valorization XE "valorization" \b . It refers to the process of discovering new values. 

Summarizing we may state that there is no such thing as intrinsic value. Value is contingent, dependent on the scales we put them on. These scales themselves are dependent on the ends in view that we hold. These ends again are not immaculately conceived concepts that pop up in our heads. They are a result of our interaction with our environment and (more importantly) deliberation. It is interesting how in the fields of both archival theory (Duranti: 1994) as well as economics (Klamer: 2003b) scholars aiming for objectivity or at least a degree of grounded empiricism tend to put social, cultural or moral values outside the scope of inquiry, dismissing them as subjective or irrational. Everyone draws up their own conceptual frameworks that allow them understand and/or explain their own little part of reality. “It is difficult to devise (and would perhaps be impossible to sustain) a truly Heraclitean discourse that did not reflect such conceptual operations, but we may recognize that, as far as such terms project images of discrete acts, agents and entities, fixed attributes, unidirectional forces, and simple causal and temporal relationships, they obscure the dynamics of value and reinforce dubious concepts of noncontingency – that is concepts such as “intrinsic”, “objective”, “absolute”, “universal” and “transcendent.” It is necessary, therefore, to emphasize a number of other interactive relationships and forms of interdependence that are fragmented by our language and commonly ignored in critical theory and aesthetic axiology.” (Smith: 1983, 12) It would be presumptuous to include the formulation of the kind of Heraclitean discourse that Smith talks about in the scope of this thesis. Personally, I think that such a discourse itself is an end in view. However, I do think that discussing and comparing the differing views on value can at least create an understanding of the different concepts of value. 

3.2 - Object

Hopefully this discussion on values has shed some light on what archivists and economists talk about when they talk about values and has enabled us to take a more impartial stance towards the concept. It has also led us away from the matter at hand. With a conception of value as mutable, contingent and dependent on deliberations about ends in view of those who take an interest in the object of valuation, we may turn to the object under discussion, documentary heritage. The value that people ascribe to an object as a means to an end is related to their idea of how it works, to the way they construct it. 

3.2.1 – The object according to archivists

The function of records: life cycle and continuum

Even though archivists insist that the context in which records were created should remain constant, they acknowledge that their function may change over time. Therefore a distinction is made between the function records serve for the organization that created them as a device for supporting its operational management and as a piece of evidence on the one hand and the function of an archive as an instrument of historical knowledge or memory on the other. These two functions are called the primary XE "primary function" \b  and secondary function XE "secondary function" \b  (Thomassen: 2001). I'll give an example to make things more clear. Let's say two people are filing for divorce. This means they will have to go to their local administration, which will then make up documents testifying to the divorce. The primary function of these documents is that they are needed by the administration to make sure that in future government actions towards these two people, they are treated as unmarried, or the documents may be needed by the divorcees themselves when applying for social benefits. The secondary function of these documents may be that a future historian wants to do research on the demographics of divorce in the city, or maybe the children of the divorced couple will want to look at them to reconstruct their family history. 

It is often difficult to distinguish when records pass from the primary function to the secondary function. A useful tool to map the different aspects of documentation is the records continuum XE "records continuum" \b  (Upward: 1996&1997). This continuum consists of four concentric circles placed over four axes. The idea is that the place of a piece of documented information on the several axes tells us something about its form, place, function and relatedness. 
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Figure 1 – Diagram of the Records Continuum (Upward: 1996)

The continuum purports to show the different configurations in which a piece of documented information may appear. The first three dimensions should be seen as “inside” the organization that creates the information, the fourth dimension is “outside” the organization, on the level of society. The record keeping axis shows the several forms it can take on. Assuming that a record creator takes some care in keeping his documentation in an orderly state, a document will become part of an increasingly large aggregation of documents. As it does it becomes more powerful instrument for understanding the organization. This is what the transactional axis shows. As it continues to dwell within the organization information continues to be related on several levels to its operation. The identity axis shows to what part of the organization it is associated. Starting of as a product of an (individual) actor it ends up (as far as the records creator is concerned) as an archive, which can be considered a product of the organization as a whole. If and when this archive crosses over into the next circle it “joins” other archives. This doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s put in the shelf next to related archives. This last step is conceptual more than practical. As the archives “leaves” the records creating organization, it becomes part of documentary heritage no longer relating only to the actual organization that formed it, but also to the institution of which this organization is part. The evidential axis shows the role it plays in the organization and in society. 

This model is highly theoretical and one may question whether it correctly maps out the path of information through organizations and society. The steps along the identity axis for instance are really all conceptual impositions. Theoretically speaking, from the moment of its creation a document may be related to any step on the axis, as well as documents that “are” in the last step may still be related to the actor that created them. The same principle applies to a greater or lesser degree to the steps on the other axes. However, as a theoretical framework the continuum is very useful in the context of this thesis. I will use it as an overview of the complex relations involved in the creation of documentary heritage, bearing in mind that “these complex relations are fluid, multiple and simultaneous across time and space, not sequential and fixed”. (Cook: 2008, 12) 

The axis that is of most interest to this thesis is the evidential axis (which is also the memory axis). A record may be situated on one of the four points in the axis, going from an evidential function to a memory function. The distinction between these two functions is usually not clear cut. This shift is commonly signaled by the transfer of records from the creating organization to an archival organization, but theoretically speaking an archive does not have to pass over into the domain of cultural heritage to perform these so called secondary functions. Going back to the example of the divorce, the National Archives of the Netherlands holds a series of divorce files made up in the province of South-Holland. These files are no longer used by the courts that produced them, but they are still requested quite often by the people whom they concern, as piece of evidence needed when applying for old age benefits. On the other hand it is common for historians or other researcher to consult document that are still in the care of the records creator. This goes to show that the position on the record keeping axis does not always co-relate to the position on the evidential axis. As a matter of fact the position of an archive on the evidential axis is contingent on the users’ view on it. The continuum seems to imply that as time goes by, an archive acquires more and more secondary functions, becoming useful in a wider range of projects than it was created for. However this increase in functionality is not so much due to a change in the archive itself, as well as to the changing of society around it, more specifically the change in the way people view the archive. 

The records continuum is an alternative to the life cycle view of records XE "life cycle view of records" \b . This biologically inspired view contends that records go through three phases during their life cycle: active (records are used often and in the care of the records creator), semi-active (records are no longer used for their primary purpose but still in the care of the records creator) and dead (records have no primary use and are in the care of an heritage organization). The life cycle view is a temporal metaphor: it shows us how records change with the passing of time. The records continuum view is a spatial metaphor: it shows the different places that records can occupy. As Brothman contends, the life cycle view is not very cyclic at all. Though this organic metaphor seems to work nicely for the first two phases, it becomes misleading in the third. What does it mean when records are dead? As mentioned above, it’s not really the records that change when going from an organizational to a societal context it’s the way that people use them that is different. Because it obscures changes that occur during or lead up to the third (dead) phase in the life cycle, the biologic metaphor becomes misleading. “The incoherence of the record life cycle is traceable to its confounding of “developmentalist” and “historical” notions of cyclical time. It actually tries to fit together – to straddle – two kinds of cycles. More precisely, it seeks to cover with a single temporal logic two distinct, different realms of temporal order: the logic of a linear, sequential process of finite records management workflow and a logic covering the temporal inertia of infinitude of archival records.” (Brothman: 2001, 55) 

In other words, for corporate information management, the life cycle metaphor is a good tool, since corporate information management stops when the records “die”. However for archivists, it’s not so useful. The metaphor of the records continuum, placing records on several axes relating to different aspects of their creation, use and environment seems more promising. Part of its explanatory power relates to its identification of records as spatial instead of temporal entities. As mentioned above, the life cycle metaphor suggests a unidirectional change related to the passing of time that does not reflect the complex and multivariate nature of information well. A spatially (or visually) oriented metaphor does much better, because it stresses that the way information is used depends on where one stands in relation to it, or what view one has of it. This means that it is not necessarily the passing of time that makes the record move towards the outer circles (though it obviously makes it easier or more “logical” to do so); if wanted, one may relate a single, newly created document to the institution encapsulating the organization in which it was created, or (inversely) trace back meaning from several archives in our documentary heritage to a single person. It’s not a question of time as much as point of view.

Evidence and memory

This leaves open the question what records and archives are used for. Going back to the primary function of records, we find that they are used by records creators as evidence. And then, as time goes by (or not depending on what view one takes on these things) records “become” archives or take on secondary functions. It is interesting to study the steps on the evidential axis in the records continuum diagram. The first is representational trace. This refers to the phenomenon that apparently someone has had a need to provide himself or others with a fixed description of an action or an event. This is not yet a use of a record as evidence, but a making sure that knowledge of an event remains retractable. The second step is where the actual primary function of records as evidence is located. The record has been created and is used in daily operation to provide evidence of an event. The third and fourth steps display the record as instrument of memory to the organization itself and society. What gives? Is the use of records as evidence followed by its use as memory? How do these two concepts relate?

As was mentioned above evidence is a pervasive notion among archivists. Sir Hilary Jenkinson even spoke of the “sanctity of Evidence”. However, the concept of evidence XE "evidence" \b  is so pervasive that its meaning is often taken for granted. As Hugh Taylor has pointed out it’s the events behind the records that matter. (Taylor: 1988) So the first logical question that comes to mind when discussing the value of records as evidence is “evidence of what?” It is quite normal to state that records hold evidence, or that the evidence is in the records. This view may be misleading. As Meehan argues, evidence is not in records, but in the relation between records and events. Evidence itself is a relational concept (Meehan: 2006) The juridical concept of evidence involves a fact to be proved (factum probatum) and a fact used for proving (factum probans). The latter could very well be a document or a part of an archive. What is to be understood as evidence however is not actually in the factum probans. It is up to the people trying to establish the veracity of the factum probatum to work out whether the factum probans meets the requirements to do this. The legal profession places strict requirements on documents allowed as instruments of evidence. These requirements relate to the trustworthiness of the records creator and the integrity of the documents. We commonly use documents “as evidence of” some event. However this choice of words obscures several assumptions made in the process. 


For instance, I may request an abstract of my birth certificate from my local administration because I want to use it “as evidence of” the fact that I was born on September twenty-eight 1979. This implies that the people working at this administration are trustworthy and competent and that the systems they use for creating, keeping and retrieving information about my date of birth do not allow for errors to occur. It also implies that the person who submitted my date of birth had not seized my coming into this world as an occasion for indulgence possibly forgetting all about the day after. If so, my date of birth may very well be the twenty-seventh. It would therefore be more correct to state that this abstract of my birth certificate provides evidence of the fact that my date of birth is the twenty-eighth assuming all the abovementioned things. It is quite understandable that we don’t bother to say all these things in everyday life, but by doing so we elicit confusion about the nature of evidence. When the factum probans is not a document but a statement the assumptions we make are generally more visible. For instance, let’s say we are on a sailing boat on a nearly windless day trying to find out where the wind comes from. I may state that it’s coming from the west (factum probatum) and back this statement up by pointing towards some cows grazing in the field, with their heads pointing eastward (factum probans). This is piece of “sailors’ wisdom”, but to you it may not be convincing at all, and we may have to go into the assumptions underlying the factum probans’ usability as an instrument of evidence.


When records are used as factum probans, people are much less inclined to go into such deliberations. We tend to trust records, which is obviously welcomed by archivists. As Brothman argues, this trust is induced by a tendency among archivists to conflate records and evidence. Turning matters around, what may be called a “strong” definition of records narrows the meaning of the term down to only those records that meet the strictest requirements concerning their use for judicial matters, leaving only documents with a performative nature, i.e. documents whose creation brings about a certain state of affairs as records. This strong, objective definition of records is opposed to a “weak” definition of records, assuming a hermeneutical stance towards records. Records are pieces of recorded information that allow for the reconstruction or interpretation of events. The conflation of events and evidence implied by the strong definition of records is a result of archivists’ desire for a transparency or disintermediation in the relation between records and events. To point out the difference, which may be hard to discern Brothman introduces the afterglow metaphor XE "afterglow metaphor" \b . Looking at a sunset, it may be difficult to distinguish light emanating directly from the sun (the glow / event) from light that if reflected by particles of dust or water in the air (afterglow / records). The two may be extremely close, but are separate nonetheless. (Brothman: 2002)


When used as evidence of a certain event, records are never dead. They’re actual because the events “behind” them are actual to the user. Using the strong definition of records XE "strong definition of records" \b , the process looks like this. I need evidence concerning event X, I consult records on event X which provides me with information enabling me to state with certainty that event X happened. What is at play here is the conduit metaphor of information. This metaphor presupposes that “(1) language functions like a conduit; (2) in writing and speaking, people insert their thoughts into the words; (3) words accomplish the transfer by containing the thoughts or feelings and conveying them to others; (4) in listening or reading, people extract the thoughts and feelings once again from the words.” (Reddy: 1979, 170-171) This metaphor represents information being channeled from a sender through a medium to a receiver, like water flowing through a pipe or electricity through a cable. It presupposes a view of information as “consisting of objectified, commodified, abstract, decontextualized representations.” (Tsoukas: 1997) In this view, information represents reality. Once fixed in a medium, information goes into the pipe to come out unchanged when the medium is consulted again. 


It is not hard to understand why archivists and record managers take this view on records and information. For record creating organizations, records have become increasingly important as instruments of accountability, which makes it necessary to construct them as reliable carriers of evidence. This is where the strong definition of records with its emphasis on technology comes from. For corporate management and bureaucracies it is desirable to be able to record, transmit and receive information in a manner where all steps in the process as well as information itself is completely unbiased. Within this view, organizations are viewed as machines that use information as mechanical tools. (Kamm: 1995) Organizations need for objective information is apparent and understandable. What is problematic is that this view on records as instruments of accountability has become dominant, drawing up principles to determine how to create proper information tools and discarding others, whereas the appropriateness of its definitions of and requirements set out for records as guiding principles for appraisal beyond the organizational context is questionable. As mentioned above, evidence is a relational concept. With this idea in mind, it becomes less useful to look at communication through the conduit metaphor viewing records as pipes that carry information from senders to receivers. Most of a records value as evidence will relate to information outside the record itself. (Meehan: 2006) As such, the context in which evidence is sought matters. Establishing a record as evidence either in the court room, or in the academia or at a writers table will require different amounts and sorts of information, and none of them will contend with simply putting a seashell to their ear and listening. 


In striving for a disintermediated form of mediation between past and present through records, archivists upholding a strong definition of records, bring along their views on truth and information. Unsurprisingly, this view can be called positivistic and objectivist. The idea of creating records that allow for a completely transparent relation between event and record, presupposes that there is one truth to be recorded, that it can be recorded without distortions and completely by inscribing information onto a carrier and that this information when retrieved will represent the same truth as the inscriber intended. We may question whether there is such a thing as a single truth about an event or whether the stable and de-contextualized view on information is correct.


Opposed to this positivist and objectifying view on records as evidence of a single truth is a view of the use of records as instruments of memory. The notion of memory XE "memory" \b  brings in a wave of subjective connotations that are extremely uncomfortable to those upholding the strong view on records. As a matter of fact it is dividing the archival profession. (Cook: 2008) Like evidence however, memory is also such a commonplace term in archival theory that people rarely ask what it actually means. On the one hand archivists will readily assert that their work serves organizational or societal memory, but on the other hand it is uncomfortable to note that memory (at least human memory) is notoriously selective and intentional. Memory in this sense seems opposed to the objective and trustworthy view on evidence. Nevertheless records relate to both concepts. So when do records become instruments of memory in stead of evidence? Perhaps there is no discernable point in time when this transformation occurs. “Evidence and memory. Memory and Evidence. Perhaps they are the two sides of the archival coin, in creative tension, each worthless without the other despite the contrary implications they have for the archival endeavor. Without reliable evidence set in context, memory becomes bogus, or at least transformed into imagination. Without the influence of and need for memory, evidence is useless and unused. Without acknowledging the mediation and intervention of the archivist in the construction of memory based on documentary evidence, the claims for that evidence of impartiality, objectivity, and mirror of “Truth” ring hollow at best.” (Cook: 1997, 179) 

I argue that memory and evidence represent two different use values of documentary heritage. To be sure both are relational concepts, denoting a relation made between past and present, however the reason why and the manner of doing so are very different. As Brothman argues, use of information is always selective. Regarding the use of archival records, Brothman identifies two types of archivists, memory’s archivist and history’s archivist. “Memory’s archivist is interested in the past’s residue as material for promoting integrated knowledge, social identity and the formation of group consciousness; history’s archivist is interested in finding records and, in them, uncovering evidence to develop a linear narrative about a past that is ours, yet different from us.” (Brothman: 2001, 62) When using records, we relate our present to the past. When we use records as evidence, we are doing something different from when we use records as memory. The difference may be explained as the difference between explaining and understanding the past. When using records as evidence we are trying to explain an event in the past that is external to us; when we use records as memory we use the past to try to understand ourselves.

History and heritage

The debate about the different or even conflicting aims of the use of records as evidence or as memory is not unique to the field of documentary heritage. It is related to the debate about the use of the past for historical and heritage reasons.
 Within this debate history XE "history" \b  is idealized as true and impartial, whereas heritage XE "heritage" \b  is scrutinized as a willful distortion of the past. The comparison with the evidence / memory debate is apparent. From the historians point of view heritage is criticized because it uses history for its purposes. Heritage leads to chauvinism, it is run by elites who use it for their own good, it lacks solid criteria for inclusion which makes it incoherent and ever growing, it jeopardizes historical objects by commercially exploiting them and it leads to bad history in general. The epistemological criticism towards heritage is actually justified. Heritage's retelling of the past tries to eliminate the distance between past and present. It presents the past in a way as if it relates to the reality of present listeners. Heritage uses the past to let people learn about themselves. If for these reasons incomplete stories have to be told or facts twisted, so be it, anything better than the true history which is too boring because no one can relate to it. On the other hand history may be criticized as well, since it is not able to attain its own goal of giving true and impartial explanations of past occurrences. Try as it may, history will always be biased. “Heritage differs from history not in being biased but in its attitude towards bias. Neither enterprise is value-free. But while historians aim to reduce bias, heritage sanctions and strengthens it. Bias is a vice that history struggles to excise; for heritage, bias is a nurturing virtue.” (Lowenthal: 1996, 122)

History’s strengths, its attempts to eliminate bias and be impartial and objective, are at the same time its weaknesses. In striving for an objective account of the past, history also provides an account of a past that different from our present, immutable and in a sense irrelevant. Heritage on the other hand forgoes all claim to objectivity, and presents people with a view of the past to which they can relate, with which they can identify. It is a past that is alive to the present day listener, whereas history’s past can seem dead.

4. Policy & Practice

4.1 Policy

Selection lists and the Archiefwet 1995

The administration of archives produced by the government in the Netherlands is organized through the Archiefwet XE "Archiefwet" \b  (archival law) 1995. The execution of this law is the responsibility of the Minister of Culture who has mandated several of the tasks described in it to the algemeen rijksarchivaris XE "algemeen rijksarchivaris" \b  (state archivist) who is also the head of the National Archives. The law states that government bodies have a responsibility for the care of the records they produce (AW art. 3)
. This care consists of two main tasks. First, government bodies have to make sure that the records are kept in a good, organized, and accessible state. Second, government bodies have to take care of the disposal of designated records. Records that have not been designated for disposal and are older than twenty years have to be transferred to a repository (art. 12 sub 1). Along with the transfer of records the responsibility for the care of these records goes from the government body to the repository. Once transferred to a repository, records remain under the jurisdiction of the Archiefwet. The responsibility for care (providing a good, organized and accessible state) is now put upon the head of the repository. The law applies to all levels of government. The National Archives functions as repository for records produced by government bodies operating at the state level, such as ministries.

The appraisal of government records is organized though a system of selection lists XE "selection lists" \b . The Archiefwet (archival decree) 1995 obliges government bodies to draw up lists in which they have to at least state which of the records under their care are subject to disposal. This, by implication means that the remaining records are to be transferred to a repository. Selection lists are made up of a series of government actions which are based on the tasks and entitlements endowed to a government body by law. By appraising these actions all records that flow from them receive the same appraisal. For instance, if the action “preparing and drawing up legislation on subject X” is appraised as non-disposable, this means that all records drawn up in the course of this process have to be transferred to a repository. Likewise, a disposal term of twenty years after creation for an action like “supplying grants to students” means that all documentation involved in this process is to be disposed of after twenty years. This approach is an example of macro-selection. The archivist doesn’t look at the (mass of) records themselves in order to appraise them, but goes one step up and appraises the action that the records are a result of. The reasoning behind this approach is that if you are able to assess the importance of the action, you’ll be able to appraise the records that flow from it, without having to look at the records themselves. The main advantage of this approach is that it saves a lot of time. Looking at hundreds of meters of records can be a time consuming affair. The main drawback is that the appraiser forgoes detailed knowledge of the records that he is appraising. It may well be that records that flow from a seemingly uninteresting action are actually not so uninteresting at all.

In the Archiefbesluit XE "Archiefbesluit" \b  1995 requirements are set on selection lists. Selection lists are intended to provide government bodies with a legal ground for disposal (or transfer) of their records. As such, it is necessary that these lists reflect the importance of the records they relate to. To do so, a selection list has to assess the importance of the records creator by taking into account the tasks of the relevant government body and its relation to other government bodies (AB art. 3 a) 
. What this means is that appraisal cannot simply identify categories of records like minutes of meetings, drafts and final versions, but has to reflect the importance of the organization that created them. The minutes of a meeting of the counsel of ministers deserve a different appraisal than the minutes of a meeting of a district counsel. Further, the importance of the records themselves has to be assessed. This is done by taking into account the importance of their records for records creators’ accountability and operational management, for citizens seeking (legal) evidence and for historical research (AB art 2 sub c). The decree makes separate mention of the value of records as a part of cultural heritage as a factor to be taken into account (AB art 2 sub b). The requirements set out in the Archiefbesluit reflect the primary and secondary value of records as well as their function as evidence and memory.
Objective and criteria for selection
The appraisal process is guided by the objective of selection XE "objective of selection" \b  which was established by the state secretary of Culture in 1991 and reads as follows:

“The objective of the National Archives for selecting government archives is to procure the most important sources of Dutch society and culture for preservation. The material that is to be preserved has to enable a reconstruction of the mainline of government action towards its environment, but also of the most important historical societal events and developments as far as these can be reconstructed from government archives.”

On the basis of this objective six categories of actions have been formulated that are used as criteria for non-disposable actions. Five of these categories relate to the conception and implementation of government policy and legislation, the sixth relates to incidents or time periods that are exceptional to the Netherlands, such as the Second World War or the Flooding of 1953. The categories read as follows:

1. Actions relating to the preparation and establishment of the mainline of policy.

2. Actions relating to the evaluation of the mainline of policy.

3. Actions relating to the giving account to other actors of the mainline of policy.

4. Actions relating to the organization of actors charged with mainline of policy.

5. Actions that determine the way the mainline of policy is executed.

6. Actions relating to the execution of the mainline of policy, as far as it is directly related to time periods and incidents that are exceptional to the Netherlands.

What is directly noticeable is that in all categories the word ‘mainline’ is used. The criteria XE "criteria for selection" \b  tell us a lot about where the state archivist looks for the most valuable records: at the top of the government structure. They are formulated so as to exclude actions relating to the execution of tasks. For each selection list the state archivist has the possibility of formulating extra categories of records that should not be destroyed. This has been done for actions that concern the biological lineage of citizens or spatial planning. 

There are a few things that can be said about the criteria. First, they reveal a strong hierarchy. Most attention is given to actions situated high in the organizational building of the government. It is telling that there is only one criterion (the last one) that originates outside the government. Second, they are pragmatic. The objective for selection was established shortly after the Archival Law 1995 was passed in which the maximum period for transfer of government records was shortened from fifty to twenty years. This meant that records creators (who had been keeping most of the records for fifty years) suddenly faced large arrears. The criteria for selection provide a relatively easy way to determine what records to preserve. It also provided some security in terms of volume. The bulk of the arrears was produced after 1950 when the production of information by the government had increased dramatically (as it still does). By leaving actions relating to the execution of tasks out of the objective, the state archivist set out to preserve between five and ten percent of the total volume of records. 

Third, the criteria reveal the state archivist’s theoretical position (intended or not). This is (to use Terry Cook’s phrase) the mirror that the state archivist uses to look at society. Just like economists and sociologists set up models to understand and predict human behavior in society, the state archivist has constructed this model to reveal the places were the most valuable records are produced. It uses the same social contract like assumption that Terry Cook postulates: a democratic society’s institutions reflect the values of its citizens. There is a notable difference with Cook’s model however. Cook stresses the interplay between agency (citizens), structure (government organizations) and functions. The criteria for selection are limited to government action. They are unilaterally biased so to speak, focusing mostly on the government’s action towards society and little on the reverse situation. There are for instance no categories for actions that have resulted in extraordinary interaction between citizens and the government, or for actions that document the lives, specific opinions or values of citizens. The omission is understandable if we look at the method that is used for devising selection lists. The framework of actions and the relation between actors that is drawn up in selection lists is derived from the laws, decrees and statutes concerning those actors. Although one may say that these documents are the result of our democratic institutions and therefore reflect the values of society, they will only tell you how society had things planned, not what happened. Nonetheless there is an advantage to this method: it allows for appraisal decisions of relatively young records. Looking at laws and decrees, it’s not so hard to point out the most important parts. A lot less hard than looking at events, developments or values in the society around you and trying to pick out the ones that future generations will want to know about.

The criteria are meant to provide a method for executing the objective. It has to be noted however that this method is more limited in scope than the objective itself. It is not necessarily the case that records containing information about the mainline of government action constitute “the most important sources of Dutch society and culture” mentioned in the objective. These are to be taken into consideration too, but no one has formulated an explicit way to do this. In fact the objective itself seems a little ambiguous. First it sets a goal (preserve the most important sources) and then it sets what seem to be minimum demands on the means to reach this goal (reconstruct the mainline of government action but also the most important events and developments). From this it is not completely clear whether meeting these demands is all that needs to be done to preserve the most important sources (that is assuming that we know what the most important events and developments are). Apparently following the six criteria mentioned above does not fully meet the objective since sometimes extra criteria need to be added. 

The approach is a value proposition in itself. It might be formulated as “preserving those records that are the result of the most important decisions and plans made by the government is the best way to allow future generations to understand or learn about our society.” Or perhaps the most feasible. This value proposition implies a certain way that future generations will go about understanding our society: from the top down and through the eyes of our government decision makers and planners. The further up the hierarchy the less information they will find about actual citizens or everyday events. I am not saying that is nonsensical to preserve the top of our governments administration (it makes more sense than preserving only the bottom), but it is a bias nonetheless. We can be relatively sure that future generations will find most records about high level decisions useful. This is a known known, to use Donald Rumsfeld’s phraseology. Outside the criteria there are a lot of known unknowns. We know that we don’t really know what else future generations will want to know.

This is the appraiser’s dilemma. We know that there will be people who will regret the destruction of certain categories of records that lay outside the objective for selection. We also know that we cannot preserve all records. What lays in between is the advice that other people (mostly historians) can provide us with. This kind of advice however brings with it a risk of rent seeking since in most cases the people who tell you that certain records outside the objective for selection should be preserved, will also be the first to use them, and not the ones who pay for the processing and storage costs. From this point of view the objective and criteria for selection are the appraiser’s defense against becoming the wind vane of historiographers that Steward Hamm talked about. The state archivist seeks to serve the interest of society as a whole, not only those of specific groups of historians. His approach to appraisal is quasi-democratic since it gives all sectors in society the same treatment. However, the light that shines from this mirror can also be blinding.

Procedure and processing
The selection lists are formalized through a procedure XE "procedure for selection lists" \b  in which at least one or more experts on the tasks and organization of the relevant government body, one or more experts on the archival care of the government body and a representative of the state archivist are involved (AB art. 3). The state archivist may be advised by one or more historians or other experts. The procedure takes the form of a meeting in which the parties involved decide for each action (and the records that flow from it) in the list whether it should be disposed of or transferred to a repository. While the representatives of the governmental body drawing up the selection list consult relevant legislation
 to ensure that proper disposal terms are set on each action, the representative of the state archivist aided by advisors decides which actions are appraised as non-disposable. 

After this meeting which is called the triangle meeting because of the three parties involved, the list is put up for comments. During a period of six weeks anyone taking an interest in the list can put forward their views on whether the appraisal was conducted justly. During this period the list is also sent to the cultural council, who on behalf of the minister of Culture reviews the selection list to make sure that all interests represented by the selection list (and the records it refers to) have been taken into account. When all decisions are made a fixed version of the selection list is drawn up and put on the website of the National Archives. Decrees signed by the Minister of Culture and the head of the government body responsible for the care of the archives, are published in the Staatscourant. From this point on the selection list is the legal instrument for selection and disposal of the records it describes. 
It is important to note that all costs involved in disposal as well as transfer of records are to be borne by the records creator. This is relevant especially in the case of non-disposable records that have to be transferred, since the costs of preparing records for transfer may be significant. The preparation of records for transfer involves selection of records, description of (groups of) records, drawing up access tools like an inventory and material care. I will refer to these activities as processing. The costs of processing are dependent on the quality demands set on the end result combined with the state of the records before processing. If quality demands are low and the initial state of records is good, processing costs will be low, when things are the other way round, costs will be high. While certain costs like material care are relatively stable per unit,
 other costs may vary greatly depending on quality demand and initial state. An aggravating factor may be that records in their initial state are not organized along the same categorizations as the selection list used for appraisal. If the records involved in an action appraised as non-disposable are scattered over a larger group of records, the effort required to identify them (selection) will drive up the costs of processing. Even if records have been organized according to the corresponding action in the selection lists, things can get costly when the state archivists deviates from the actions as object of appraisal and uses other criteria that are require looking into the records themselves. The decision not to destroy personal files of influential people is a common example. Finding and separating the intended files can require a substantial amount of effort. 
4.2 Practice

4.2.1 Universities

4.2.1.1 Description

Process 

On 26-3-2008 the combined Dutch universities entered a selection list covering all their records over the period 1986 till present into the procedure. I was given the task of formalizing the list. Even though the list itself is a rather large document, I did not expect any big dilemma’s since most of the actions in the list had been formalized in a previous procedure. It was reentered because the universities had found out that it did not provide them with disposal terms for some records concerning labor conditions, such as antidiscrimination policies and confidence advisers at the universities. These kinds of actions are normally not given much attention in the appraisal procedure; they are considered routine actions that matter only to the records creator’s operational management and the employees concerned. The action falls outside the objective and criteria for selection. After having checked the lists for logical flaws and having looked at the new actions included and the suggested disposal terms, I concluded that as far as the state archivist was concerned this list was ready for formalization. To my surprise a lengthy debate was to ensue when I received the comments of the other participants in the process. 

The representative of the universities had asked two internal experts and a historian of the Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam who had been involved in the formalization of the previous selection list to take part in this procedure. The internal experts suggested lengthening a few disposal terms due to accountability reasons. These are decisions that are left to the records creator to make, so I agreed. The historian however suggested changing the appraisal of certain actions from disposable to non-disposable. At this point things become relevant for the state archivist, because this means that the records concerned will in time be transferred to the National Archives. The proposal that drew most attention concerned the following action:

“Action 60.081: Conducting research into and assessing the knowledge, insight and skills of exam candidates.”
 
This action involves all forms of exam input by students as well as the grading by the teacher, information on the course program and course requirements. The action had until now been appraised with a disposal term of one year after creation. The experts on the tasks and organization of the universities had suggested lengthening this term to two years, because possible disputes between students and the Informatie Beheer Groep (the state student grant supplicant) about the financial consequences of students’ results might require universities to reconstruct their grade assessments after more than one year. The historian advised a more careful preservation policy regarding these records, because they provided the only source for scientific research into the quality of education at Dutch universities. This came as s surprise to me, since the point of the current procedure was not to reevaluate this action. I had expected that we would only be discussing the actions that had been added or changed. In stead we ended up e-mailing at length about the value of exam records for historical research.


My first reaction to the historian’s advice was to compare the action with the criteria for selection. It was apparent that it could not be related to any of them. I conferred over the telephone with the representative of the universities who told me that the volume of these records may run over a hundred meters per university per year. It was clear to me that appraising all of them as non-disposable would confront the universities with excessively high processing costs.
 I e-mailed the historian, thanked him for his comments and indicated that preserving all exam records would not be an acceptable option for the state archivist. He replied that even though these records do not fit the criteria for selection, they nonetheless make up a valuable source for scientific research. He also pointed out that the shortcomings of these criteria had been acknowledged by historians as well as archivists.
 If the volume of records was limited, they should be preserved, otherwise taking a sample would provide the second best solution. 


Since appraising all of these records as non-disposable would was not an option, I was left with the question how a sample should be drawn. Theoretically speaking, I agreed with the historian that there is value in these records as a source for scientific research, but how to set up a sample in this case? Drawing a sample from a closed single series of files is not so hard, but in this case there were several factors that complicated matters. In 2007 Dutch universities provided 444 bachelor and 893 master programs.
 This means that there is not one but over a thousand of series. How does one choose which programs to sample from? Universal education as well as exam methods take on several forms, such as multiple choice exams, essays and theses, oral exams, practical exams and different kinds of design and construction exams. Some of these cases (especially the construction and design exams) may be difficult to draw samples from and preserve. There are 14 universities made up of 118 faculties each with their own system for record keeping. In most cases records are kept in different parts of the organization, depending on the organization of the faculty. This means that the question how well a university or a faculty is able to draw samples from their records has to be taken into account. Finally, the records are not kept as series for long; the bulk of it is destroyed annually shortly after the one year disposal term expires. This means that taking samples requires the records creator to either take samples each year or keep his records in store for longer. Either option can be costly. 

Altogether the records that this action referred to were a rather in transparent matter to me. I e-mailed the historian asking how he thought such a sample should be drawn and (more importantly) who was to set up criteria for drawing it. In the ensuing discussion we could not agree on both points. In my view it would be logical that the historian or the working group for university history should provide a framework for this sample, since they have most knowledge about the way research is performed in this field. The historian - after having conferred with the chairman of the Royal Dutch Historical Society and the working group for university history - pointed out that he felt that the action should be appraised as disposable with the exception of a sample. For the details about this samples the universities and the National Archive were to take up contact with “the official representation of stakeholders in the historical field” when the universities were ready to destroy a batch of records (meaning after the appraisal procedure was finished). This was rather confusing to me since I thought I was already doing just that. The question whether criteria for sampling were to be drawn up before or after appraising and by whom was not resolved during the procedure.

After a few months, I decided to go on with the procedure since no progress was being made and the prospect of appraising action 60.081 as disposable with the exception of a sample without knowing what that would be was not acceptable to me and the representative of the universities. The list and a summary of the procedure were put up for review and sent to the Cultural Council (Raad voor Cultuur) for advice with action 60.081 appraised as disposable after two years. The council followed the historian in his advice to take a sample, but again there was no agreement reached on how and who was to do this. On my asking the representative of the universities drew up a letter containing the position of the universities on the matter, in which they stated that they expected that drawing samples from these records would be a difficult task and that they were reluctant to bear the costs of it. After having conferred several times with my colleagues we sent an answer to the Council on behalf of the state archivist with this letter as a supplement. In it we stated that since drawing up as well as performing a sample would involve considerable amounts of effort the state archivist would not follow the Councils advice. The list was formalized with action 60.081 appraised as disposable after 2 years.

Record / record group 

Exam results take on many forms, ranging from filled out multiple choice exam papers, to written essays, drawings and designs or reports on oral or practical exams. The record group also involves information about a course such as the course program, course literature, exercises, exam questions and assessment standards used for grading exam input. Lists of grades attained by students participating in a course are administrated by the university. These lists are appraised as non-disposable in the selection list. 

Exact figures on volume were not available during the appraisal process, but estimates supplied by the representative of the universities suggested that with an annual volume per university of between fifty and one hundred meters per university, the total annual volume would exceed five hundred meters. Along with the variable form of these records, the initial state of the records is also quite heterogeneous. The records up for appraisal are formed by thirteen separate organizations using their own procedures and standards for records management. Large courses like first year courses in law or psychology are normally filed by a central records management. Smaller courses are usually kept by the faculty or group that provided the education only to be transferred to the university’s record management for disposal. Record groups are usually grouped and identifiable by course per year, making accessibility sufficient for purposes of operational management and accountability, but not for research purposes. 
4.2.1.2 Analysis
Functions 

The primary function of an exam result is to provide evidence of the academic merit of a student and of the correctness of the procedure used to ascertain this merit. The students input coupled with the requirements, assessment standards and grading by the teacher provides this evidence. After a students input has been assessed, the student has occasion to remonstrate his grade. Therefore, it is necessary that a university keeps all documents involved in the assessment in order to reconstruct the way the grade has come about. For this purpose a disposal term of one year is sufficient. After disposal the only trace of this transaction is on the list of grades received for this course. As mentioned in the description, the grades a student receives may influence his rights to a student grant. Disputes between a student and the IBG may take longer and require the university to reproduce the same documents after more than one year. For this reason the lengthening of the disposal term to two years was suggested. 

In terms of the function of these records, the case seems clear cut. They provide evidence of the academic accomplishment of a student, to the student, to the teacher and the university and to the grant supplicant. After a period of two years, the only remaining traces of the transaction are the grade and possibly a mention of the student’s enrollment for the course. The parties involved (implicitly) agree that it is no longer necessary to fully reconstruct this transaction and accept these remaining traces as viable evidence of it. From the information that remains, we can know that student X got an eight out of ten for social psychology; it is no longer considered relevant to know very much about how he did this. We may note that most of the records involved (i.e. the exam input by the student) are case files that may at a later point in time provide the student with a memory of his time at the university. The records may also serve as a source for the institutional memory of the university itself. These factors were not taken into account in the discussion.


The reasoning behind the historians’ advice to appraise this action as non-disposable takes a different perspective on this group of records. He (correctly) argued that after disposal of these records the traces left (i.e. the grades and a mention of enrolment) leave us with no means of assessing the quality of the education provided by universities. Apparently there is another context in which these records can be used as evidence. The records were intended to provide evidence of how well student X did at the social psychology exam. In this context we relate the exam input to the exam questions, the course program and the course literature. In the context of finding evidence of the quality of the social psychology education what happens is that we take the event of student X taking the exam in social psychology as an instance in a bigger event or phenomenon. The single exam record allows us to look at a little bit of this phenomenon.

Going back to the Records Continuum, this change in perspective moves these records outward along at least two axes. For instance, disputes between students and teachers (and to a lesser degree between students and the IBG) can be situated on the most inner circle on the identity and the transaction axis. We look at these records as they relate to the act (the exam) and the actors directly involved (student, teacher and possibly the IBG). By stating that these records are a means of assessing the quality of education at Dutch universities, they move outward on the identity axis. Depending on what type of assessment and by whom, the actors directly involved move to the background and larger entities come into play. We may use of these records as a means of assessing an individual teacher’s didactic skills, or the quality of a certain course or an entire university. Fifty years from now researchers may perhaps use these records to explain why the Netherlands did (or did not) succeed in its goal of becoming a knowledge-based economy. It has to be noted however that for these records to relate in a meaningful way to the entities on the “outside” of the identity or the transactional axis, we need more of them. We can’t assess an entire university using one years’ supply of psychology exams.
Value 

The first step in making sense of the valuation process for these records is looking at the different value qualities set forth by Dolfsma. At the level of value as a primary quality we’re looking at qualities that are inherent in the object. In this case the exam records. During the procedure no one actually looked at the records themselves: the object of appraisal is the action, not the records that flow from it. This is a part of the pragmatics of macro appraisal. All though no one actually looked at the records there was no disagreement about the fact that a quality inherent to these records is that they each contain a little bit of information about the way education is provided at universities in the Netherlands. Assuming that there are no factors corrupting these records, anyone would agree to the value proposition that an exam record provides evidence of a part of university education. However, taking one record to look at the whole of the Dutch academia is like measuring my length to try to say something about Dutch demographics. If we look at all exam records together, there was still no disagreement. All exam records together document a large part of the entire phenomenon of university education. Obviously, there is more educational stuff going on at universities, but exams are a large and important part of it. Again, no one would object to the value proposition that all exam records produced in the Netherlands give a substantial amount of evidence about the phenomenon of university education. 

There is a second element that is relevant to this (or any) process of valuing records. This is what I would call the physical reality of the records concerned. This aspect involves things like the amount of records, the level of accessibility and their material form and state. These are also intrinsic qualities of the object. Since in this case the volume is very high and the accessibility low, things change a bit. The answer to the value proposition “exam records provide evidence about university education” changes to “yes, but...” The answer to the value proposition “these records are to be part of our heritage” changes to “no, unless…” Any process of archival appraisal has to strike a balance between the perceived information value of records and their physical reality. Sometimes the information value is considered so high that records are appraised as non-disposable, regardless of the size or shape; sometimes the physical reality is such that the expected costs of processing can outweigh the information value.


If we take value as a secondary quality, we turn away from the objects themselves and look at the people valuing them. At this point disagreements set in. These differences have to do with the knowledge that the different valuers have about the object. In my case, before this procedure I had never considered the use of exam records as sources for historic research, nor have I ever read any kind of historic research on universities. As such it was difficult for me to assess the potential value of these records as a source for research. From what the historian told me it was apparent that he felt that these records could be a source for historic research. During the procedure he referred to an increased interest among historians in the didactic approaches used at universities and pointed out that in France good research had been conducted using this kind of material. These were arguments that I could follow and there was no disagreement about the value proposition that exam records are a source for historic research, but the mere fact that one or more historians take an interest in a certain type of records is not a sufficient argument to the archivists for preserving them. This is the wind vane problem that Stuart Hamm described. Since archivists have found out that the historian’s preferences can change, they have become reluctant to simply follow their interests. The proposition that exam records are a source of evidence is true, but it is true like saying that water in the sea is a source for research about the ocean. Of course it is, but you can’t put all of it in a big Petri dish. 


From the historians reply to my first renunciation of his advice it was apparent that he did not have a good view of the physical reality of the object of appraisal. In his response to me he stated that if the volume of these records should be limited he advocated appraising all of them as non-disposable. If the amount of records prohibited preserving all of them, a sample would be the best option. It is important to note that in this process none of the participants had accurate knowledge about the volume or the level of accessibility of the records concerned or the processing costs involved in transferring them to a repository in an accessible state. The most reliable information about these things was provided to me by the representative of the universities, who himself only had first hand experience with the records of the university that he worked for, the Erasmus University in Rotterdam. To me his estimates on size and accessibility were enough to take an apprehensive stance towards appraising these records as non-disposable.


Lack of information also played a role in the deliberation on the second option, drawing a sample. Without a clear picture of the type of research that these records are supposed to enable, it was not clear to me how a program for drawing a sample could be drawn up that would give a result that would provide a reliable source for future research. Without more detailed information about the volume, accessibility and form of the records concerned it was also not clear how to make sure that the sample would not require an unacceptable amount of effort from the universities or uncomfortably large amounts or records being transferred to the National Archives every year. The historian had advised to appraise the action first and leave the technicalities until the universities were going to destroy records. This option was not acceptable to me as well as the representative of the universities. Since most universities destroy batches of these records annually, appraising action 60.081 with this question left open would put the universities at risk of having to wait until the experts were done drawing up a sample program while their cellars fill up with hundreds of meters of records. Insufficient information about what kind of sample would be desirable and what kind of sample would be feasible left the drawing up of criteria hanging in the middle like a piñata that no one wants to poke at because everyone is afraid that it’s not something nice in there. 


Obviously, it’s not only knowledge that is decisive. Since each person engaged in the discussion has a different interest in these records, they also look at them differently. The historian sees a source for future research so he says they should be preserved. The representative of the universities sees a lot of costs, so he says they shouldn’t be preserved. I’m seeing a whole lot of records with relatively small information value that are outside my objective for selection. I’m not seeing any arguments for preservation strong enough to merit the costs, so I also state that they shouldn’t be preserved. These are the kinds of dilemma’s that come up in an appraisal procedure. I know that there is some information value to these records. I also know that a group of historians will want to use these records. What I don’t know is whether preserving these records serves only their interests or society as a whole. What I do know is that there will be considerable costs and that I’m stepping outside the agreed parameters for selection. In short, my analysis of these records was: information value per record low, costs to records creator and the National Archives high, do not appraise as non-disposable. 


Looking at value as a tertiary quality it becomes interesting to look at the objective of selection set out by the National Archives. As mentioned above, the state archivist’s approach to selection is an attempt to strike a balance between quality and feasability but it has its biases. From this point of view a selection process like the one described above can be seen as a negotiation (or a tug of war if you like) between two different groups of professionals, archivists and historians, over the head of a third, records creators. By stating that these exam records should be preserved the historian was also criticizing the state archivists approach to selection. As a matter of fact he did so explicitly: he stated that if the objective for selection meant that future generations will not be able to assess the quality of education at our universities, there must be something fundamentally wrong with it. These kinds of discussions are a common part of archival appraisal. Even though archivists need the historians’ input, they will always have difficulty weighing their advice, because even though historians know what kind of records they will want to use in the near future, they too can’t look into the future. And archivists know that. 

We may even wonder whether archivists and historians are using the same value scales when appraising records. I argue that the archivist’s and the historian’s perceived aims in appraising records are different: archivists look for records because they document society, historians look for sources of evidence that will facilitate future research. What makes these valuations different is use. Archivists are uncomfortable taking the use of records into consideration when appraising records, because they are afraid that what we perceive as useful today will not be so tomorrow. The entire theoretical apparatus for appraisal that they have devised is intended to provide value signals that avoid this bias. This deferral of use is kind of paradoxical because, somewhere along the line of any means-end continuum any archivist hopes that the means that he preserved will be put to and end. Because of the amount of uncertainty involved, there is a lot of theoretical rhetoric that goes on in these kinds of processes. Each professional discourse constructs the value of records that best suit its perceived needs. In this case the positions were too far apart to reach a productive result.

4.2.2 Changes of family name
4.2.2.1 Description
Process 

On 17-4-2007 the ministry of Justice entered a selection list covering the policy terrain Natural persons. The selection list covers the minister’s actions relating to the registration and identification of human beings (as opposed to artificial entities created by law) such as the municipal registry of births, marriages and deaths (BMD). I took part in the procedure as the representative of the state archivist and I had asked a historian of the International Institute of Social History
 to advise me. During the procedure much attention was spent on an action concerning changes of family names. The action was formulated as follows.

“Action 31 : To grant or refuse a request for a change or establishment of name.”

The action covers the application by citizens for a change of family name and the minister’s decision. The records concerned were a series of case files which included all applications for a change of family names in the Netherlands over the period of 1947 till present. In the existent selection list this action was appraised as disposable 50 years after the ministerial decision. During the procedure I established that it would not be necessary to preserve these case files for administrative reasons since the change of name is entered in the BMD registry. If you change your family name a document is added to your file in the registry allowing you to see your current and your previous name. All BMD registries are created by local administrations and are appraised as non-disposable. When discussing this action the IISG historian suggested that even though these case files need not be preserved in order to allow (descendents of) applicants to have evidence of the change in name, the files would probably contain documents involved in the application that provided information about the situation in which the application took place, the applicants motivation and the ministers motivation for allowing or rejecting the change of name. As such it could be a source of information about the ideas that citizens and the government have about marriage and family. 

Some extra research and a visit to the archives confirmed this notion. Upon a request the local administration performs an enquiry to ascertain whether the applicant meets conditions set by the minister of Justice.
 The local administration gathers all information needed for the minister to decide. After disposal this information is lost, since the added document in the BMD file only mentions the old and new name. Since the total amount of case files approached six hundred meters we decided that a sample covering about five percent of the entire series would be an adequate way of allowing future researchers to gain insight into the domestic situation and motivation of applicants for a change of name in the Netherlands. The action was appraised as disposable 50 years after ministerial decision with the exception of a sample prescribed by the state archivist. 


On … I received a phone call from the in house historian of the department of Justice, who had been asked by the department’s record keepers to perform a final check on a part
 of the files concerning changes of name. When checking these records the department’s historian had concluded that some of them contained unique information about the biological lineage of the applicants. He described two cases in which the files concerning name changes could contain such information: children born out of wedlock
 and children adopted before 1956
. According to the department’s historian the minister of has the obligation to make sure that all records under his custody containing unique information about the biological lineage of citizens are preserved.
 On … I took a second look at the files up for disposal and established that some of these files contained statements by applicants, civil servants or police officers claiming a relation between the name change and the biological lineage of the applicant. The department’s historian asked the secretary general to put a moratorium on the disposal. No action has been taken since. 


On … I received a phone call from a historian who claimed that the name changes should not be disposed since among the files were applications by well known Dutch citizens. Furthermore he contended that the series provided a source of information about the occurrence of double names in the Netherlands, which was a line of research that he himself was occupied with.

Record group 

The record group consists of a series of case files including the application for name change, documents used in the procedure and the decision by the minister. The series contains around 50.000 files and approaches six hundred meters in size. All files contain an application, a “state of enquiry” composed by a local administration containing information needed to determine whether an applicant meets the required conditions and a decision by the minister. The action concerned with the setting of these conditions by the minister is appraised as non-disposable in the same selection list. Some files contain handwritten letters by applicants or letters between the department and the local administration about the application. The older files (ca. before 1965) contain police reports about the domestic situation of the applicant.

4.2.2.2 Analysis
Functions 

The primary function of the documents in the applications for changes of name is to allow the minister of Justice to determine whether an applicant meets the necessary conditions. Once the decision is taken the file allows anyone with a legitimate interest in the case
 to reconstruct whether this procedure was conducted lawfully. The change of name is issued per royal decree and these decisions are subject to appeal. The appeals can be taken as far as the Hoge Raad der Nederlanden (the Dutch Supreme Court). Since any appeal against the decision to change a family name requires a reconstruction of the procedure, the minister is obliged to keep the case files as long as an appeal is possible.
 The disposal scenario is similar to the exam files. After the disposal term it is no longer considered necessary to reconstruct the way the procedure was performed and the parties involved are left with the end results (the publication of the decision in the Staatscourant and the added document in the BMD register). At this point we can still establish that Mister X has had his name changed, but we can no longer see why or how this was done. 


The discussion around these files shows how difficult it is to draw a line between the function of records as instruments of evidence and of memory. If for now we leave out notion that these files may contain information about biological lineage a strict interpretation (as was followed during the appraisal procedure) can be applied, which would state that as instruments of evidence these records have a function in a (possible) court room. Once there are no longer any options for a legal dispute this context for evidence seeking disappears and with it the function of the records as evidence. Therefore they may be disposed. The argument that these records need to be preserved because they contain information that is relevant to people trying to reconstruct their biological lineage, is not valid since this lineage can also be reconstructed using the BMD registry. However, we may state that since name change is such a central event in a person’s life and domestic situation a lot of descendants of people whose names have been changed would take an interest in having access to more information about this event than is given by the BMD. But is this still evidence seeking? I would posit that it is not, since there is no legal or scientific context in which the information is used. In stead, people look for (information about) their ancestors because it tells them something about themselves. 


If we bring back the notion that some of these files contain information about the applicant’s biological lineage, the distinction between evidence and memory becomes a bit trickier. If we take into consideration that - based on the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights - governments have a duty to grant citizens access to unique information about their biological lineage, this means that for some files a juridical context can occur as long as the Convention is upheld (which as far as we know is indeterminate). Apparently in some cases a person’s search for his identity is sanctioned by law. It is important to point out that in these cases we are talking about a different legal context. If one hundred years from now, someone finds out that his great-grandfather was adopted before 1956 and that his family name is only partly the same as his biological lineage, he is not using the same right as a parent filing an appeal against his child’s change of name. In any case it is not a primary function of the records, since neither the applicant nor the minister drew them up with the intention of providing information about biological lineage. Looking at the Records Continuum, it is interesting to note that no matter how for time progresses, these kinds of evidence seeking continue to place these records in the center of the continuum. We keep looking at the individual act and the actors involved.


More common secondary functions of these records are their use as sources of information about opinions on marriage and domestic situations and the use of double names as suggested by the other two historians. The reasoning behind the sample was not that it would allow individual descendant to look into their family history (as such a sample would be an unreliable source to many, since most records will be destroyed). The reason for preserving some of these records was that they contain a lot of information about domestic relations. As such these records are a source for social history. They are preserved not to allow future generations to see how some specific person changed his name, but as a window on family life. What is valuable in these records is the information about the lives of people that was gathered in each case file. Looking at the Records continuum, it is interesting to note that the kind of use that is to be expected for these records is difficult to locate in the continuum. They are not preserved because they tell us something about activities or organizational units, but because they tell us something about the society outside the organization. 

Value
There are two things that can be said about this appraisal procedure. First, this procedure provides an example of the risks of macro appraisal. By appraising the actions formulated in the selection list in stead of the records that flow from it, it may well be that the appraiser remains unaware of important characteristics of the records. This means that the construction of value qualities of the record depends completely on the intuition or background knowledge of the people engaged in the appraisal procedure. From looking at the action in the selection list, my first intuition about these records was that they were the result of a routine task, probably nothing much. It was the IISG historian who suspected that the information that is gathered in these records might be worth preserving, as was confirmed during our visit. It is not unlikely that, had I asked someone else to advise me, the actual records would not have been taken into consideration. What is staggering is that even though the IISG historian and myself spent a few hours looking at the actual records neither of us noticed that we were not only looking at a possible interesting source of information about domestic relations in the Netherlands, but also at records that contained information about the biological lineage of citizens. When I returned to look at these records again with the department’s in house historian I realized that some of the examples of files that contained information about biological lineage were similar to the ones I had been looking at the first time. Apparently one can look at the same records twice and see something different. It depends on what you’re looking for. In any case, we can state that in this case the action formulated in the selection list was not an adequate means for determining the value of the records concerned. It took outside knowledge to do this. Basically this means that the way records are appraised brings with it a risk that a discussion about the value of records on a primary level cannot be held because the instrument used does not reveal it. In this case the added value was in the eye of the beholders.


What this goes to show is that the process of appraisal can to a large extent be dependent on the knowledge that people have and the value scales that they use. If I would have performed the procedure on my own, I don’t think I would have bothered looking at the records themselves. Once I had established that the minister’s decisions were already being preserved in the BMD registry, I saw no potential value in these records. The IISG historian was much keener on taking these records serious as a source of information. This is understandable if we consider that was due to his professional occupation as a social historian who is also engaged in a project called the Historical Sample of the Netherlands
 depends on these kinds of sources. His arguments about the value of this kind of information were convincing to me and we were both content to settle for a sample as a feasible way to preserve some of this information.
 Nevertheless neither of us had the right background knowledge or the frame of mind to see that we were missing an important aspect. As far as we were concerned the procedure had been carried out satisfactorily. It took the knowledge and frame of mind of the department’s in house historian to prevent a regrettable error. From a professional point of view this too is understandable. It is logical that an in house historian to the department of Justice knows that there was no adoption law in the Netherlands before 1956 and that a change of family name was used as a substitute. It is also logical for an in house historian to be aware of the fact that the minister of Justice produces a lot of information that is important to citizens’ legal position and – consequently – to look at the elimination of this kind of records more suspiciously. 


The second relevant aspect of this appraisal procedure is that it shows that discussions about the preservation of records that are not mentioned in the criteria for selection needn’t always be a matter of strife between archivists and historians. Altogether this procedure was a quite harmonious process of appraisal even though it was rather unconventional. All three persons engaged in the process each had their own professional reasons for valuing these records. For the IISG historian they provide a means to do future work; for the department’s in house historian some of these records are to be preserved because they provide information that the minister of justice should be able to provide. The value propositions put forth by the different appraisers were different. Mine was “these records are not valuable as evidence to descendants of the persons described in it, since the most important information they hold can also be found in the BMD registry.” This was a valid proposition based on my information. However the other information was brought to the discussion by the two historians, was enough for me to reconsider my value scale. The department’s in house historian’s proposition was “some of these records are valuable because they contain information about biological lineage.” This proposition implies a similar value scale to the one I had used, but the valuation was different because it had taken different information about the records and the contemporary legal context into account (which I had not done). To me biological lineage had not been an issue, since I thought that it was covered sufficiently by the BMD registry. The fact that some of these records provide unique information about biological lineage was sufficient argument for me to reevaluate them. The IISG historian’s proposition was “these records are valuable because they provide information about domestic relations in the Netherlands.” This is a different value scale. We are no longer valuing these records because they provide information about individual people, but because they document a recognizable and central aspect of society - domestic relations - in a way that few other sources do. In this case too I tried to weigh the historians’ advice, since I did not want to preserve records that were only useful to a select group of historians. The combination of a phenomenon that is central to society, relatively unique information and a feasible means of preserving it made that I was convinced that this was a good valuation.


It is interesting to note that there was agreement among the different professional attitudes towards the importance of the subject matter. Even though neither domestic relations nor biological lineage are explicitly mentioned in the criteria for selection, both phenomena are sufficiently important for an archivist to want to document them. The value propositions put forth by both historians are defendable from an archivist’s point of view. As far as biological lineage is concerned, it is easy to see how this kind of information belongs to the “most important sources of Dutch society” mentioned in the objective for selection. This is information that is so central to society that for archivists its preservation is beyond question. And in the case of records concerning adoption an extra criteria was formulated for this reason. The other phenomenon, domestic relations is more debatable. It is desirable that it is documented, but not regardless of costs.

5. Conclusions


So what good are all these records? In a way we can state that archivists are the producers of a good, this good being a means to understand our history and ourselves. This good is different from, let’s say tennis shoes because in the case of tennis shoes it’s (relatively) easy for the producer to adjust his supply to society’s demands. If he produces too much, he’ll find that his storehouses fill up with unsold product, so may start producing less and try to sell what he has already created. If he produces too little, he will constantly sell out and try to increase his production up to a point where supply meets demand. In the case of the good that is documentary heritage, things are a bit more difficult. If we decide to preserve as much records as we can get our hands on, we may find out after a few years that they’re not being used very much. Apparently supply exceeds demand. Then again, who knows? Perhaps these same records will be used extensively two hundred years from now. If, on the other hand we decide to keep only a bare minimum of records, we may find that a few years from now people will start coming to the archives asking for records we didn’t keep. Now we (unlike the producer of tennis shoes) are faced with a problem. We cannot retrospectively decide to increase the production of records created some years ago. This is the element of irreversibility. There were only so many records created in 2008 and once they are destroyed, we can’t recreate them.


An economic look at this process would state that if we keep too many records, the demand per record is likely to drop, while the costs involved in preserving them wil rise. A simple solution is to make sure that we preserve only a limited amount of records. Now we know for sure that the demand will be high, while costs are low. The problem with this approach is that even though we can speak of over- or undersupply, it’s not enough to count the number or records. We can’t just choose three departments of government preserve half of their records and destroy the rest. This would be good news for some people and a minor disaster for the rest and (arguably) society. For the good of documentary heritage to be any good it has to relate to all or at least most of the important aspects of society. The problem is that there is no interaction between supply and demand like in the case of tennis shoes. It is likely that most demand for the records mentioned in this thesis will occur long after I am gone. This makes for a good case for government intervention in this field. Since it is likely that demand for relatively young records produced by the government is low, there will be undersupply in the future if these things are left to the market now. However, because there is no clear demand, it is easy for the appraiser of archives to go wrong. If he preserves records that end up on the shelf unused, he is wasting tax money; if he fails to preserve records that people will come looking for, he has created a form of undersupply that is irreversible. Obviously, it’s no use waiting for a phone call from the future telling us what to preserve.


From an economic perspective the field of archival appraisal looks a lot like other fields of production in the cultural sector. The most important issues are an absence of a pricing mechanism, a good with strong merit good characteristics, heavy reliance on government funding, which itself relies heavily on experts to determine quality. What is typical to this field is that there is an immense supply of items (i.e. all records produced by government organizations) that could possibly merit spending tax payers’ money on. We can compare it to visual arts subsidizers having to consider everything from works by acclaimed artists to any child’s drawings or the doodling that people do when they get bored during a meeting. I have tried to illustrate a few difficulties that face the appraiser of archives as well as how they cope with them. 

I argue that the main difficulty for archivists is that they have set themselves the goal of appraising records without looking at their use value. The theoretical framework behind this program is the societal approach to archival appraisal set out by Booms and Cook. This framework is intended to allow the appraiser to look at society as an indicator of value. In reality society is also often an advocator of value. In practice this means that when outsiders argue that a certain category of records has a use value, archivists tend to be skeptical because they know that this value may change over time. In an ideal archivists world there are tools available that allow us to identify the most valuable information in society without interference of individual, contemporary preferences. This kind of instruments would form an ideal mechanism to cope with the uncertainty about future generations’ information needs. I argue that from a theoretical point of view this view on value is paradoxical. If we adhere to Dewey’s principles on value, the process of valuing while deferring the notion of use contradicts itself. To value means to put something on a value scale and ultimately on a means-ends continuum. Without this (possibly implicit) deliberation what you’re doing is not valuing, but some other kind of theoretical act. For something to be on the means-ends continuum it is going to have to be used at some point. What archivists are saying is that they know that these scales will change and that it is no use looking at their use. In Klamer’s terms, archivists know it is likely that over time some form of valorization of records will take place. Future generations will have different interests and use records differently than we do today. Accordingly, they will find new value in records that we cannot conceive of today. What archivists are afraid of is preserving records that will suffer from de-valorization: records that are valuable in our eyes can also turn out to be useless to future generations because the value scale that we find self-evident has become obsolete. On the other hand, some records are valued today for reasons that would have been difficult to conceive of for the people that drew them up. Basically, for the entire process of keeping records so that we can consult them hundreds of years later valorization is the name of the game.

The current program set out by the state archivist of the Netherlands is based on the objective to preserve those records that allow for the reconstruction of the mainline of government action and the most important events in society. This objective according to many is biased and ignores a lot of potentially valuable sources of knowledge that are produced outside the scope of the institutional view of the selection lists used for appraisal. This criticism is valid to a certain extent. A strong point of the current approach to selection is that it is pragmatic because it only looks at the mainline of government action; this provides archivists with reasonably clear guidelines for doing their job and does not confront record creators with excessively high costs or the National Archives with unmanageably large volumes of records. The problem with these guidelines is that they do not tell us how to deal with debatable cases that are outside the objective for selection. And – what is more problematic – they can also function as a defensive mechanism (or even blinders) towards value propositions made by outsiders. 


From this a few implications for policy can be drawn. Policy makers (as well as economists) are always interested in the amount of money that is (or should be) spent on a certain good. One needn’t be very attentive to have noticed that quantifiable costs and benefits have not been discussed in this thesis. This lacuna reflects the setting in which archival appraisal takes place. I want to stress the importance of the institutional setting in which the state archivist operates. The National Archives is an agency of the department of Culture. It does not apply for or grant subsidies for preserving archives; it executes the Archival law. As such the state archivist tells records creators what records to preserve without having to bear the costs. As a matter of fact the costs for processing records borne by records creators are pretty much non-transparent. Processing of records is normally paid out of the same budget that government organizations set themselves for records management as a whole. Even if they don’t transfer any records, government organizations have to keep their records in an orderly and accessible state as well as well as make sure that they have the right legal grounds for destroying records. Since selection, preservation and elimination are usually undertaken as one activity it is difficult to determine what costs are actually created by the states archivists’ appraisal decisions.


From an economic point of view this setting does not make sense. The people who get to play should be the people who get to pay. As things are now, there is no real budget restriction on preservation of records. The interaction between state archivist and records creators takes on the form of an implicit negotiation. Even though the state archivist has the legal power to tell records creators what to preserve, he also knows that he can’t make decisions that have absurd consequences, since he is also dependent on them. It would make more sense from an economic point of view if all the taxpayers’ money that is spent on processing records each year were to be granted as a budget to the state archivist to pay for the costs of his decisions. Provided that a reasonable estimate of these costs could be made, economic logic tells us that this imposed scarcity of means would provide more incentive to weigh decisions than the current situation does. 


Another aspect that is related to the institutional setting in which appraisal takes place concerns the interaction between the state archivist and the advocators of value that advise him. Again, economic logic dictates that if the production of a certain good is arranged by law it’s no use asking people to donate money for it. This is what is called crowding out. I argue that this phenomenon is pertinent to the way in which the state archivist operates. Is things are it can be difficult for the state archivist to tell the difference between sound value propositions or personal advocacy by outside advisors. On the other hand there is no incentive to user groups to generate money to meet their needs since theoretically speaking the Archival Law should do that. The problem area in this case is the gap between the “most important sources of Dutch society and culture” and the criteria for selection used by the state archivist. There are a lot of fuzzy boundaries to the current approach to appraisal. In some cases (like the records concerning changes of family names) it is sufficiently clear that the criteria for selection don’t suffice so exceptions can be made. In other cases it is not, leaving the value indications given of by records users unanswered. In an ideal economist’s world, there would be no haggling between the state archivist and user groups over the heads of records creators. It would be preferable that the state archivist is granted a budget that allows him to meet an objective for selection that is as strictly denominated as can be. For this purpose the current criteria with the addition of a few clear examples (such as information about biological lineage) could be a good starting point. This would probably require fewer funds than are currently being spent on preservation. The downside would be that certain types of records will no longer be acquired by the state archivist. The upside is that this would take out the crowding out effect as well as the problematic discussion between the state archivist and users over problem cases and clear the road for initiatives for fundraising by user groups. This way a balance can be struck between dealing with the uncertainty of future generations needs and the economic logic that those who care about something most should be the ones who pay for it.

The central aim of this thesis was to shed light on the archivists discourse on value. Admittedly, this is a rather open question and it is difficult to make the results that flow from it concrete. I can only hope to have added an extra point of view on the matter. When I started working on this thesis it was difficult to imagine that it could make sense to look at the archivist’s and the economist’s discourse on value as part of the same phenomenon. On the one hand there is this rather rigid, quasi-programmatic view on value that the archivists uses; on the other hand there is the seemingly mathematical approach of the economist. Now that I am nearing the end, it doesn’t seem so strange anymore. After having studied the literature on value theory by Dewey and Smith it dawned on me that if you manage to leave out the universalistic and intrinsic notions of value that creep into any value discourse, the discourses set out by different professions are not all that different. Once you start seeing these discourses for what they are, discourses and not grand purveyors of immutable truth, the gaps and blind spots become apparent. From this point on it actually becomes useful to try to apply concepts from one discourse to the other. If you can find places were they overlap, that’s a result; if they don’t, that’s a result too. The biggest value (sic! I know) in this exercise is that it makes you aware of the fact that valuing is an act. Often it is an act much like breathing or blinking your eyes: it’s something you do so often that it is easy to take it for granted. Being part of a certain value discourse is much like wearing glasses. It allows you to see things but after a while you forget that you have got an instrument stuck on your nose.


Enlightening as this fusion of two discourses may be, there are a few things that it won’t do. It will not tell how much a particular archive is worth, for instance. There are no mathematical models that flow from this kind of exercise. On the other hand it will provide you with a counter-question. How much is it worth to whom, and according to what value standards? Economic logic can tell the archivists that he is performing non-monetary transactions in a field full of public and merit good characteristics. The fact that there are no balance sheets on the appraisers computer screen does not mean that the bill is not out there somewhere. Also, putting together different value discourse will not provide you with an nifty measuring tool for the bigger values in life, like love, beauty, truth or friendship. On the other hand going back to the value theory set out by Smith, we may wonder wether it makes any sense to try to put these kinds of things into a model as if they were independent variables. Regardless of what religion or humanist teaching tells us, value theory should not look at these kinds of things as independent (or immutable, or universal, or intrinsic). Neuropsychologists or anthropologists will probably be more than willing to point out that these kinds of values are also not self containing entities floating around in space, but constructions that depend on and exist within our neurological programming or social environment. Love and truth too, can be put on a value scale. Theoretically speaking the addition of extra scientific discourses to the discussion should lead to better results. Perhaps practically speaking this would be more like putting on all kinds of different pairs of glasses at the same time: it may sharpen your vision, it may just give you a headache. 


So there are no easy measuring models or calculation devises to be expected from all this. However, what an exercise like this will do is allow you to take the glasses of your nose and look at them. For me, as someone working in archival appraisal the fleshing out of the different value discourses has for one thought me a lot about my own work since a lot of the literature on archival appraisal was new to me, but it has also allowed me to understand my own actions in a broader perspective. Comparing value discourses is a useful exercise, but I feel it would remain rather vacuous if not tested against actual behavior. Creating a broader value framework to look at professional behavior in the cultural sector may tell the culturalists that there is a world of costs and benefits outside their value discourse and it may tell the economists what is happening in their black boxes of use value and individual preferences.
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�	The abbreviation stands for Project Invoering Verkorting Overbrengingstermijn which is an uncomfortable expression in its language of origin. Unsurprisingly translation does not make things better.  It may best be referred to in English as the project for the introduction of the abbreviation of the term of transfer. What is meant is that with the passing of the Archiefwet 1995 the period after which government archives have to be either destroyed or transferred to an archival repository was shortened from 50 to 20 years. 


�	Most countries have this kind of an institute. The term will be used here to refer to the National Archives of the Netherlands.


� 	The importance attached to providing digital access to archival heritage by heritage organizations and policy makers is a notable exception. The question which parts of existing heritage collections to digitize and how is different from the question what to include in these collections in the first place. The latter remains virtually undiscussed from an economic point of view.


�	Discussion is based on Duranti (1994). Unreferenced quotes are from the same text.


�	For an overview of appraisal theory, see Cook (1996). My discussion on Jenkinson and Schellenberg is based on Tschan (2002). 


�	Cited here from Tschan (2002).


�	Cited from Tschan (2002).


�	Cited from Duranti (1994).


�	 This quote should not be taken as an exhaustive summary of opinions of archivists worldwide. As Duranti (1994) notes, this line of reasoning about appraisal is mainly practiced in Australia, North America and Germany and is not uncontroversial. For present purposes, it suffices as an introduction to the debate.


�	 This at least, is the modus operandi at the National Archives of the Netherlands. 





�	 Discussion is based on Dolfsma (1997).


�	The discussion is based on  Lowenthal (1996)


� AW: Archiefwet 1995, consulted from van Boven et al. (2003).


� AB: Archiefbesluit 1995, consulted from van Boven et al. (2003).


� “De doelstelling van het Nationaal Archief bij de selectie van overheidsarchieven is dat de belangrijkste bronnen van de Nederlandse samenleving en cultuur veilig worden gesteld voor blijvende bewaring. Met het te bewaren materiaal moet het mogelijk zijn om een reconstructie te maken van de hoofdlijnen van het handelen van de rijksoverheid ten opzichte van haar omgeving, maar ook van de belangrijkste historisch-maatschappelijke gebeurtenissen en ontwikkelingen, voor zover deze zijn te reconstrueren uit overheidsarchieven.” The objective and the criteria are mentioned in every selection list.


� There are several laws that contain clauses about how long government bodies have to be able to provide documents, such as the law on fiscal accountability and privacy legislation 


� Calculations are usually based on the amount of meters a volume of records takes up on a shelf. Material care for paper records involves removing degradable materials like iron (staples, paperclips) and acids (cellotape) and providing acid free packaging. Provided that records are not excessively polluted with degradable material, costs for paper records paper records will not vary much. Photographs and analog audiovisual information carriers are more expensive because they require costly acid free packaging materials and have to be wrapped separately.


� “Handeling 60.081: Het verrichten van onderzoek naar en beoordelen van kennis, inzicht en vaardigheden van examinandi.”, Selectielijst neerslag handelen bijzondere en openbare universiteiten op het beleidsterrein Wetenschappelijk Onderwijs over de periode vanaf 1985, Staatscourant 26-8-2009.


� The estimate was provided by the representative of the universities and was not backed by controllable figures. However, the assumption that the costs of processing all records concerning student exams would be substantial can be derived from the fact that in 2008 there were over 200.000 students enrolled in a university in the Netherlands. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.vsnu.nl/Universiteiten/Feiten-Cijfers/Onderwijs/Totaal-aantal-ingeschreven-studenten.htm" ��http://www.vsnu.nl/Universiteiten/Feiten-Cijfers/Onderwijs/Totaal-aantal-ingeschreven-studenten.htm�. 


� An example of this reassesment of the criteria for selection in a joint publication by the Institute for Dutch History (ING) and the National Archives on the importance of casefiles. In “Persoonsdossiers: een geval apart” severial criteria for appraising series of case files is given as well as a suggestion for taking samples. See: � HYPERLINK "http://www.nationaalarchief.nl/images/3_11219.pdf" ��http://www.nationaalarchief.nl/images/3_11219.pdf� 


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.vsnu.nl/Universiteiten/Feiten-Cijfers/Onderwijs.htm" ��http://www.vsnu.nl/Universiteiten/Feiten-Cijfers/Onderwijs.htm� Figures about the amount of faculties in the Netherlands are derived from the same source.


� Internationaal Instituut voor Sociale Geschiedenis (IISG)


� Handeling 31: Het toe- of afwijzen van een verzoek tot naamswijziging of naamsvaststelling. Selectielijst neerslag handelen van de minister van Justitie op het beleidsterrein Natuurlijke Personen, Staatscourant 2008, 31, p. 8. 


What is intended are family names. 


� Conditions are set for applications concerning minors (which are done by the parent or legal guardian) as well as for adults. In the case of minors the conditions are set on the legal status as guardian of the applicant, a minimum duration of care for the child and the consent of both biological parents. In the case of adults conditions are set concerning validity of the reason for the name change. Valid reasons include indecency, foreignness, commonness, misspelling or addition of a previously held second family name.


� The record keepers intended to dispose all files containing decisions that were taken before 1958.


� What is meant is cases of extramarital children who were given the name of the wives legal husband (who is not their biological father) and changed their name after the wife divorces and marries the biological father.


� Before the enactment of the Adoption Law in the Netherlands in 1956 a change of name was used as the next best thing. 


� According to him this obligation follows from jurisprudence based on article 8 of the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms which states that “Everyone has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home and his correspondence.”


� Notably the applicant or parents/guardians. Due to the private nature of the matter the case files are not publicly accessible.


� The 50 year term was set by the representative of the minister of Justice. I have not been able to ascertain the actual basis for this term.


� Historische Steekproef Nederland. See � HYPERLINK "http://www.iisg.nl/hsn/indexnl.html" ��http://www.iisg.nl/hsn/indexnl.html� 


� In this case the option of drawing a sample was much more feasible than in the case of the exam records. The case files concerning changes of name are kept in a single identifiable series. The case files are numbered and relatively similar in terms of structure and form.
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