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ABSTRACT: The findings of a recent study on digital archival representation raise some ethical concerns about how digital ar-
chival materials are organized, described, and made available for use on the Web. Archivists have a fundamental obligation to pre-
serve and protect the authenticity and integrity of records in their holdings and, at the same time, have the responsibility to pro-
mote the use of records as a fundamental purpose of the keeping of archives (SAA 2005 Code of Ethics for Archivists V & VI).
Is it an ethical practice that digital content in digital archives is deeply embedded in its contextual structure and generally under-
represented in digital archival systems? Similarly, is it ethical for archivists to detach digital items from their archival context in
order to make them more “digital friendly” and more accessible to meet needs of some users? Do archivists have an obligation to
bring the two representation systems together so that the context and content of digital archives can be better represented and
archival materials “can be located and used by anyone, for any purpose, while still remaining authentic evidence of the work and
life of the creator”? (Millar 2010, 157) This paper discusses the findings of the study and their ethical implications relating to

digital archival description and representation.
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1.0 Codes of ethics for archivists and archival
arrangement and description

Archivists are often called upon to make difficult
ethical decisions about their professional practices.
This explains why discussions on ethical issues are
broad and diverse in archival literature. Surprisingly,
this has not been the case for the area of archival in-
formation organization. Of the several versions of
professional ethical codes for archivists drafted in this
country, most of them do not contain explicit provi-
sions on archival arrangement and description. Dis-
cussions exclusively on ethical issues concerning ar-
chival arrangement and description are rarely seen in
the archival literature, historically and presently.

The earliest professional code for archivists was
written in 1955 by Wayne C. Grover, then the Archi-
vist of the United States, initially for internal use of
the National Archives and later published for dis-
semination to the archival profession. The 1955 code
was “organized around seven points reflecting archi-
val functions such as appraisal, security, reference, and
access” (Benefit 1988, 177). However, there was an
obvious omission of the core archival function of ar-
rangement and description, except for a brief men-
tioning of obligation to make archival holdings
known to users “through published finding aids” in
the provision for access (Danielson 2010, 31). It was
not until 1980 that the first Code of Ethics for Ar-
chivists was approved by the Society of American Ar-
chivists (SAA). The 1980 Code introduces new pro-
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visions and emphasizes basic archival functions—
including arrangement of archival materials to be
processed “in conformity with sound archival princi-
ples and [proceeding] as rapidly as ...
mit” (Benedict 1988, 181).

The 1980 Code was revised and expanded into the
1992 Code, which contained twelve provisions. The
updated code emphasizes the ethical role of archivists
to “maintain and protect the arrangement of docu-

resources per-

ments and information transferred to their custody to
protect its authenticity,” and “establish intellectual
control over their holdings by describing them in
finding aids and guides to facilitate internal control
and access by users of the archives” (SAA 1992, 13-
14). Although the function of arrangement is part of
Section VI (Appraisal, Protection and Arrangement),
Section V of the Code is exclusively entitled “Descrip-
tion”—a completely new section added to the 1992
Code that addresses the function directly for the first
time (Cain 1993, 48). Included in the commentary
that accompanies the provision text is also the notion
of the obligation of archivists to “facilitate the use of

2

their collections and make them known”—it is not
sufficient for archivists to hold and preserve materials”
and “excessive delay in processing materials and mak-
ing them available for use would cast doubt on the
wisdom of the decision” if institutions acquire materi-
als but “do not have the resources to process those
materials or store them properly” (SAA 1992, 13-14).

The 1992 Code was “drastically reduced” into the
2005 Code to reflect the profession’s changing policy
of “providing an aspirational code rather than enforc-
ing ethics with penalties” (Danielson 2010, 40). As a
result, specific provisions on archival arrangement
and description were replaced by a few general state-
ments. Ethical archivists “should exercise professional
judgment in acquiring, appraising, and processing his-
torical materials.” They have “a fundamental obliga-
tion to preserve and protect the authenticity and in-
tegrity” of records in their holdings, and at the same
time “recognize their responsibility to promote the
use of records as a fundamental purpose of the keep-
ing of archives” (SAA 2005, V & VI). In spite of the
inclusion of the Core Values of Archivists to be used
together with the most recent revision of Code of
Ethics for Archivists (SAA 2012), little has been
added in the 2012 Code in regard to the ethical role
archivists should play in the organization and repre-
sentation of archival materials.

Consistant with the general and vague nature of
ethical dimensions for archival arrangement and
description in the development of ethical codes for

archivists, very few authors in archival literature ad-
dress ethical concerns directly relating to archival in-
formation organization, especially its description sys-
tem. When they occasionally discuss these issues,
most tend to question soundness of programs and
correctness of individual applications such as impar-
tial/unbiased processing, restriction implementation,
accurate and authentic information, and adherence to
standards (Benedict 2003; Cain 1993; Danielson 1997,
2010) rather than responsiveness of descriptive sys-
tems. Archivists generally consider it ethical to organ-
ize and describe archival materials collectively based
on the established archival principles and use other
tools, such as selective name and content indexing to
supplement and assist content access (Cain 1993, 45).

2.0 Archival description: context and content
represented in one structure

The structure of archival description has not been se-
riously challenged ethically in its development over
the century. Archivists in the last quarter of the nine-
teenth century in Europe and archivists at the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century in North America
saw eye to eye with each other when they found “a liv-
ing organism” in each archival fonds organized by the
newly issued principle of provenance in 1881 (Posner
2006a, 41) and “a data structure standard to accom-
modate hierarchies of archival descriptions” in the En-
coded Archival Description (EAD) first released in
1996 (Haworth 2001, 7). For over a century, archivists
in Europe and North America have been guided by a
series of archival principles and rules that help them to
develop archival description as a common structure
for representing both context and content of archival
records so that the essential qualities of archival re-
cords can be “preserve[d], perpetuate[d], and authen-
ticate[d]” over time and the meaning in them can be
made “available and comprehensible to all users—
present and potential” (MacNeil 1995, 30).

The principle of provenance mandates that records
of the same origin should be processed as one record
group and not be intermingled with records of other
origins when accessioned, organized, and described
into archival collections. The principle (along with the
principle of original order) was developed in Europe
during the second half of the nineteenth century and
formulated in the archival manual published by three
Dutch archivists in 1898 (Muller et al. 2003). By fol-
lowing the principle, archivists are able to provide the
most comprehensive representation of archival records
of an originating body and address the questions of
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who, where, when, how, why, and what—that relate to
those records. It helps to place the record in a context
so that its content becomes comprehensible, its inter-
pretation accurate, and its relationship meaningful.

Not only should records of the same origin be
grouped together, they should also be kept in the way
they are organized for their creation purposes. This
has been made explicit in the principle of original or-
der, which ensures that any meaningful organizational
structures imposed by records creators should not be
disturbed after records are transferred to archives.
Maintaining records in original order serves two pur-
poses, as Richard Pearce-Moses (2005, 280-281) ex-
plains in his Glossary of Archival and Records Termi-
nology: “First, it preserves existing relationships and
evidential significance that can be inferred from the
context of the records. Second, it exploits the record
creator’s mechanisms to access the records, saving
the archives the work of creating new access tools."
By providing evidence and facilitating access, original
order combines context and content in one represen-
tation structure and serves the dual role of archivists
“as responsive to the needs of the creator of the re-
cord as to later users” (Pugh 1982, 34).

An important notion derived from the implementa-
tion of the principles of provenance and original order
in the twentieth century is the development of the
concept of levels of control (Miller 1990). Archival ar-
rangement guided by multi-level control breaks down
archival holdings into five hierarchical levels of deposi-
tory, record group, series, filing unit, and document so
that each document has its natural place and its asso-
ciation and relation with other documents remain clear
(Holmes 1964). The practice highlights the interrela-
tions of all levels of control and emphasizes the role of
aggregate levels in making sense of archival records be-
cause “individual file units cannot be fully understood
without an understanding of the larger aggregates”
(Miller 1990, 28). Closely associated with the concept
of levels of control are multilevel description rules
specified in ISAD(G): General International Standard
Archival Description (ICA 2000). Accordingly, archival
collections must be described from the highest (gen-
eral) to the successively lower (specific), each lower
level of description, if provided, must be identified and
linked to its immediate higher level, and, to avoid re-
dundancy, information given at a higher level should
not be repeated at lower levels (ICA 2000, 12).

Archival multilevel description provides archivists
with a technical solution for seamlessly holding the
whole and its successive parts of archival collections
in their holdings in one master representation system.

The context-based hierarchical representation ac-
commodates content access by “producing leads to
files which are searched by using their internal struc-
tures” (Lytle 1980, 64). Additional content access
points such as names, places, subjects, forms, geo-
graphic locations, and time periods, if created, can be
used as supplementary tools (SAA 2004, xix; Roe
2005, 80). In this system of hierarchy, context and
content are represented as a coherent whole. Every-
thing else (i.e., additional access tools) will lead users
to the whole, and the whole then guides users to its
parts. And most important of all, as a context-based
access system, the whole has the capacity to hold all
its parts accountable, traceable, and findable. This
eventually helps archivists to fulfill their dual obliga-
tions to “preserve the intellectual and physical integ-
rity” of records in their holdings and at the same time
“promote the use of records as a fundamental pur-
pose of the keeping of archives” (SAA 2005).

3.0 Digital archival representation:
a typological study

Traditional archival description embodies a represen-
tation system in which context and content of archi-
val records are organized as an organic whole and rep-
resented in a coherent structure. However, a discrep-
ancy has been observed in a recent study completed
by the author that raises some ethical concerns relat-
ing to digital archival representation. The study was
designed to investigate how archivists organize and
present archival collections that are digitized partially
or entirely and the major approaches adopted by
them to incorporate digital object metadata into digi-
tal archival description. Funded by an internal grant,
the researcher systematically searched and collected
276 digital collection sites posted online by university
special collections and archives (70 percent); public
libraries (25 percent); state and municipal archives
(8 percent); and historical societies, museums, and
private archives (13 percent). Of the 276 digital col-
lections selected in this study, 209 (73 percent) have
identifiable content management systems. Among
them, the majority of the sites use CONTENTdm
and consequently Dublin Core to organize and repre-
sent digital collections. This indicates that the general
trend in the movement of digitization is to organize
and describe primary resources individually using
item-level metadata.

How would archivists handle archival context in this
metadata-centric digital collection description envi-
ronment? To what degree is description/metadata of
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digital items integrated into archival description sys-
tem? From the 276 digital collection sites, 27 examples
of digital archival collections were selected—
collections consisting of provenance-based institu-
tional records or personal papers and showing efforts
to present both archival context and digital item con-
tent. Of the 27 digital archival collections, nine collec-
tions adopt an embedded model to represent digital
content in archival context; that is, archival finding aid
serves as the main access interface while digital objects
are linked to the hierarchical structure at various levels.
Fifteen collections adopt a segregate model to facilitate
more direct access to digital content, that is, multi-
faceted metadata serves as the main access point for
users to search or browse the content of digital collec-
tions, and archival finding aids mostly exist as an ex-
ternal link to provide additional historical and docu-
mentary background to digital materials. Three collec-
tions adopt a parallel model to represent digital con-
tent in two separate interfaces; that is, digitized items
are directly linked to online finding aids and, at the
same time, made searchable or browsable by various
metadata specific fields to serves different user com-
munities.

4.0 Digital archival representation: ethical concerns

The findings of the study as shown in the three repre-
sentation models (embedded, segregate, and parallel)
reveal a growing conflict of archival context and digi-
tal content in digital archival representation, and put
into question the balance of context and content
maintained in traditional archival description that ar-
chivists rely on to perform their dual obligations of
preserving and protecting the authenticity and integ-
rity of their holdings and promoting the use of re-
cords as a fundamental purpose of the keeping of ar-
chives. Each of the three models has achieved a cer-
tain level of integration of context and content.
However, the representation decisions made are far
from ideal and some ethical concerns can be raised for
each model as discussed in this section.

4.1 Is it an ethical practice that digital content
in digital archives is deeply embedded in its
contextual structure and generally
underrepresented in digital archival systems?

The common characteristic of the embedded repre-
sentation model is that archival description serves as
the main access interface while digital objects are
linked to and embedded in the hierarchical structure

at various levels as appropriate. The design of this
model inherits the traditional archival principle of de-
scribing archival materials from the general to the
specific. The representation system is contextual, hi-
erarchical, and mostly linear (non-faceted). The sys-
tem guides users from archival context to digital con-
tent and helps them to achieve a fuller understanding
of meaning of archival records in the context of their
creation. Digital objects, when embedded at their ap-
propriate aggregate levels in archival finding aids, can
be retrieved and interpreted contextually so that loss
of archival meaning can be minimized.

However, due to the nature of traditional archival
description, digital content representation in this
model is minimal and hidden at the bottom of the hi-
erarchy rather than made obvious at the front. By
embedding digital objects in traditional archival hier-
archy with minimal discovery metadata, this model
offers limited accessibility to its digital content. Users
need to follow the hierarchy to browse the multi-level
description before they gain access to digital content.
Search capacity for digital content is limited due to
the fact that the model is not built with searchable
metadata to enable specific field search.

In the pre-digital age, physical records are filed as
functional groups with limited description to meet
business and personal recordkeeping needs. Archival
description systems developed as such prove to be
sufficient in accommodating both context representa-
tion and content description of those records. How-
ever, what used to be justified ethically in what archi-
vists do may not be the case anymore, especially when
archival collections comprised of digital objects have
more granular metadata than the current system is
able to represent. When paper records are turned into
digital to increase accessibility, it is often the case that
they are supplied with additional descriptive metadata.
It is even more often the case that born-digital materi-
als are created with metadata very much different
from that of their paper counterparts. If the same rep-
resentation system continues to be used without ad-
justment as shown in the embedded model, digital ob-
jects can be easily underrepresented. In other words,
existing discovery metadata have to be made hidden in
the digital representation system built on the tradi-
tional model. This may not be a right thing for archi-
vists to do because the practice serves neither the
original purpose of records creators nor the informa-
tion search needs of current or future users. Archivists
may feel obliged at some point, consciously or sub-
consciously, to question the inclusiveness of the sys-
tem and address this representation issue ethically.



https://doi.org/10.5771/0943-7444-2012-5-332
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

336

Knowl. Org. 39(2012)No.5

J. Zhang. Archival Context, Digital Content, and the Ethics of Digital Archival Representation

4.2 Is it ethical for archivists to detach digital items
from their archival context in order to make
them more “digital friendly” and more accessible
to meet changing use expectations?

Most of digital archival collections identified in this
study do not rely on the hierarchical structure of ar-
chival description to represent and display digital
content of archival materials. Instead, a different rep-
resentation system has been constructed to facilitate
more direct access to digitalized archival items. In
this model, description of digital objects, in the form
of multi-faceted metadata, serves as the main access
point for users to search or browse the content of
digital collections. Archival context, in the form of
online archival finding aids, mostly exists as an exter-
nal link to provide additional historical and documen-
tary background to digital materials. In an effort to
promote its accessibility, digital content has been seg-
regated from its original context and the latter has
been de-emphasized into a secondary position for us-
ers to refer to if they need more information.

The segregate model of digital archival representa-
tion provides more flexibility to the representation
and access of digital content. The model allows for
more specific descriptive information about digital
items, such as title, subject, description, author, crea-
tor, recipient, contributor, date, place, and material
type. Moreover, the practice helps to bring standardi-
zation to the description of digital items. The stand-
ard practice increases accessibility of digital content
in a digital collection and, more importantly, enables
interoperability across collections in the digital archi-
val and library community and beyond.

An obvious disadvantage of the segregate model is
that archival description loses its position as a pri-
mary gateway for access to digital items. The model
increases the accessibility of digital content, but de-
creases the centrality of archival context in digital ar-
chival representation. Having lost its central role in
archival information retrieval, an archival finding aid
only exists as an external link to provide users with
additional background information if needed, which
could easily be bypassed, ignored, or simply unno-
ticed—something most archivists would consider un-
ethical because it would turn their collections less or
no longer archival. Elena Danielson, author of a re-
cent SAA publication The Ethical Archivist (2010)
and an archivist who has spent her life-long career
exploring archival ethics, thus warned us many years
ago in her paper “Ethics and Reference Services”
when she commented on the new challenges faced by

reference archivists in “scanning photographs and
documents onto compact disks and into Web sites”
(1997, 116-117):

A verbatim document facsimile has all the ap-
pearance of truth, but without a context, even
an authentic document or photograph can be
very misleading.... One of the sacred principles
of archives has been to preserve the position of
a document within a hierarchy, often dictated by
the organizational structures that created the
papers originally. Internet facsimiles lose this
context. The browser is forced to assume that a
document is both representative and not ma-
nipulated. As a result, disjointed snippets of in-
formation are often misleading.... In their ea-
gerness to participate in the Internet revolution,
and to make their collection accessible, refer-
ence archivists must guard against inadvertently
contributing to a distorted history.

4.3 Is it ethical to distinguish between context-based
scholarly use and content-based public use of
digital archival materials and produce parallel
representation systems to meet different use needs?

A small number of digital archival collections identi-
fied in this study manage to use both online finding
aids and searchable item-level metadata to represent
and display digital objects. A typical example is
Online Archive of California (OAC) (http://www.
oac.cdlib.org/) and its companion web site, Cali-
sphere (http://www.calisphere.universityofcalifornia.
edu/). OAC is a repository of online archival finding
aids with embedded digital objects. Calisphere is a
website that offers educators, students, and the public
access to digital primary sources. The content in
Calisphere is drawn from the digital content in the
Online Archive of California. However, rather than
keeping them buried in archival finding aids,
Calisphere repurposes digital materials by reorganiz-
ing them in a way that “best serves general users and
K-12 audiences.” The redesign “frees the OAC to fo-
cus on being purely a site for researchers.” The idea of
two sites that serves two user communities is clearly
articulated on the project website (CDL n.d., para. 7):

These two websites exist because they serve two
very different user needs. For research-oriented
users who want to go beyond what is available
online and locate the actual, physical item, the
OAC is the best starting point. For users whose
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primary interest is to view digitized images and
documents, Calisphere is a place to explore
online content. In addition, Calisphere provides
K-12 educators with a subset of content organ-
ized and aligned with California Content Stand-
ards.

The two digital collection sites represent a parallel rep-
resentation model that aims to make digital content
searchable as individual items as well as contextualized
in archival descriptive framework. However, evidence
shows that they may have to stay apart as separate in-
terfaces, and, arguably, serve different use purposes.
Traditional archival processing considers it an ethical
practice to stick to archival principles while using al-
ternative representation tools to meet specific use
needs. As explained by Virginia Cain (1993, 45), ar-
chival processing work should always begin with con-
sideration of the principles of provenance and original
order and should always be done with impartiality:

Arrangement and description should not be tai-
lored to the wishes of a single researcher, who
might wish to find all correspondence of a single
individual or all speeches on a particular topic lo-
cated together. If a collection contains a large
run of chronologically arranged correspondence
on a wide variety of topics, the archivist will not
rearrange the papers to suit a researcher who
may wish to read only letters on certain topics or
exchanged with certain individuals. Instead, the
archivist seeks other tools, such as selective
name and content indexing, to provide intellec-
tual access and linkages in a way that the physical
arrangement of the papers cannot.

If archivists accept the practice of using selective
name and content indexing to provide intellectual ac-
cess to archival materials, will they agree that digital
archives can be organized by different principles to
meet needs of different user groups? The parallel rep-
resentation model distinguishes between context-
based scholarly use and content-based public use of
archival materials. The assumption is that non-
scholarly users may not need archival context when
they use digital objects, therefore, digital content can
be repurposed, that is, reorganized without consid-
eration of its originating context. Would this be ac-
cepted as an ethical professional practice? Do we have
a better way of doing our work?

4.4 Do archivists have obligations to bring the two
representation systems together so that the context
and content of digital archives can be better
represented and archival materials “can be located
and used by anyone, for any purpose, while still
remaining authentic evidence of the work and
life of the creator™? (Millar 2010, 157)

Implied in the three representation models (embed-
ded, segregate, and parallel) is a challenging situation
that archival hierarchical structure and digital descrip-
tive metadata are representation systems of a different
nature that may be difficult to accommodate each
other. This is hardly something new. The debate about
the conflict of provenance-based and subject-based in-
formation organization principles and practices has
spread for more than a century in modern archival his-
tory. It can be traced back to the early nineteenth cen-
tury in the newly established national archives of
France when “the archivists devoted most of their
time and work, their efforts and interests to arranging
and cataloging medieval documents” at the expense of
dissolving the fonds of the old regime in order to make
the archives accessible to the public (Posner 2006b,
30-31). The same trend can be observed in the devel-
opment of manuscript repositories and public archives
in the U.S where “variations on the chronological-
topical/geographical classification system prevailed
without serious challenge until the first decade of the
twentieth century” before “the European practice of
classifying records by the source of their creation” was
introduced and accepted in the first half of the twenti-
eth century (Berner 1983, 13).

The debate continues even after the provenance-
based system has been well established as the princi-
pal means of accessing archival information. Archi-
vists question whether the dominant use of prove-
nance “reflects desirability or merely archivists’ fail-
ure to design alternative subject retrieval systems”
(Ruth 1988, 273). They understand the power of
provenance as “an inferential system of information”
and the same time recognizes that “there is a higher
probability that information being sought” exists “at
each successive level of control” (Berner 1983, 116).
While the content of public records can sometimes be
inferred from the contextual description of functional
and organizational responsibilities, non-provenance
access points such as subject/topic, occupation/func-
tion, and type of material are very powerful access
points to the hidden content of private records
(Beattie 1997, 88-92). Concerns have also been raised
over the lacking of the system to “bring together the
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access points” in “information/records management
and archival management” systems (Berner 1986, 5).

When digital reality turns archival materials into
digital objects, their creation, use, management, pres-
ervation, and reuse in the current practice are increas-
ingly metadata-dependent, and very often at the indi-
vidual item level. It may be an appropriate time now
for archivists to make a professional call to incorpo-
rate item-level metadata into descriptive standards
because, not only they are integral components of re-
cords when they are initially created and used, they
are also what future users depend on to locate infor-
mation that is contained in them. In exploring a code
of ethics for cataloging, Sheila Bair (2005) considers
it an ethical dimension for catalogers to “actively par-
ticipate in the development, reform, and fair applica-
tion of cataloging rules, standards, and classification,
as well information-storage and retrieval systems”
(16). When archives have records that are associated
or supplied with more descriptive metadata than tra-
ditional archival description required, it is the archi-
vists” professional obligations to look into possibili-
ties to make their descriptive systems more inclusive.
An ethical system of digital archival representation
should be the one that accommodates both archival
context and digital content and capable of facilitating
quick and easy location of information that is accu-
rate and authentic to serve multiple types of users for
multiple purposes as indicated by Laura Millar in her
recent SAA awarded book Archives: Principles and
Practices (2010, 157).

5.0 Conclusion

The balance of context and content in archival de-
scription, though not new, has been highlighted in
digital archival representation as descriptive metadata
become important components of records in digital
environments. To obtain the status of relevancy in the
digital world, archivists cannot afford “all context and
no content” or “more context and less content” ap-
proach. The issue may become so crucial with an
ethical dimension that requires careful deliberation to
maintain the balance—going to the extreme of either
direction would be doing harm to the profession.
There would be no archival profession without an ap-
propriate control of archival context, and there would
be no future of archival profession if no effective ef-
fort could be made to optimize access to digital con-
tent in digital archival collections. It is the ethical re-
sponsibilities of archivists to provide users with easy
access to information from their holdings and at the

same time maintain the public trust for the authentic-
ity of information they provide for users. This speaks
for the value of the work they do as professional ar-
chivists and their contributions to the good and jus-
tice of the society.
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