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I have misgivings about this title. It begs at least two questions:
it assumes that we all know what we're talking about when we use
the term "archival management" and it presupposes that federal
funds have made a difference to whatever it is we mean by"archival management." Additionally, it may suggest that federal
funding has been, on the whole, a good thing.

There is by no means universal agreement that federal grants
to archives-or to anything else, these days-are entirely bene-
ficial. There are some who have argued just the opposite. In the
Fall 1980 issue of The American Archivist, H. G. Jones made the
following comments:

... for years I have been reading grant applications for the
National Endowment for the Humanities, and I have been
puzzled by the success of applications for make-work projects
on faddish subjects and the difficulty of obtaining grants for
substantive programs that could, with the incentive of match-
ing funds, soon become fully funded by their sponsoring
institutions. Without for a moment implying that no good
has come to archival programs through.., federal programs,
I am suspicious that they have weakened the major influences
that will eventually result in strong archival programs: leader-
ship, incentive, and pride in self-reliance.'

Writing in the context of a perhaps justifiably frustrated critique
of ineffective state and local records programs, Jones's comments
are cause for concern. I am not bothered by his complaint about
"faddish subjects" and "make-work" projects. If Jones wants to
overlook the fact that for the past twenty years historical re-
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searchers have shifted their focus from institutional histories to
social history, so be it. What concerns me more is Mr. Jones's
underlying critique of the scatter-shot grant-making that for the
most part characterizes the funding activities of both the National
Endowment for the Humanities and the National Historical
Publication and Records Commission during the past eight years.

The facts clearly support the observation that we make our
grants piecemeal. From 1976 through 1981, the NHPRC Records
Program disbursed about $9 million dollars for the support of 424
projects throughout the country and its territories. The average
size of an NHPRC grant was $20,500. Fifteen percent of its
overall funding supported regional and national projects. Eighty-
five percent of its money supported the arrangement and descrip-
tion of discrete collections or other types of projects occurring at a
single repository or organization.

The Endowment's Research Resources Program spent about $22
million between 1975 and 1981 with each project receiving an
average of $45,000. This figure and the overall program statistics
that follow are not, of course, entirely comparable with NHPRC
figures. The two programs have different mandates and, therefore,
provide funding for different kinds of projects. Research Resources
makes grants to create access to source materials for advanced
humanities researchers. In subject matter we encompass the entire
set of disciplines classified as the humanities, which means a time
frame spanning all recorded history throughout the world. The
institutions that comprise our constituency include research and
public libraries, bibliographic networks such as OCLC and RLIN,
and library organizations, as well as archives. The resources within
these diverse institutions consist of all types of materials, including
15th century Tibetan religious manuscripts, Babylonian cunei-
form tablets, 19th century American sheet music, film, tape and
video materials, and of course, books.

The total range of our grant-making activity from 1975 through
1981 follows: the Research Resources Program made 573 grants in
support of 451 discrete projects. (Approximately 20 percent of our
grants are renewals or supplements to continue or extend current
project activities.) Problem solving and professional enhancement
grants, including the Society of American Archivists Archival
Workshops Program, the SAA Archival Security Program, and the
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National Information Systems Task Force (NISTF), accounted for
5 percent of our projects. Consultant grants for small institutions
without sufficient in-house expertise to assess problems accounted
for another 6 percent. Ten percent of the projects provided access
to secondary literature, via bibliographies of both retrospective and
current print materials. Another 5 percent of our funding went for
projects that have now been absorbed by other Endowment pro-
grams, for example, experimental operational support grants to
independent research libraries. This kind of support is now
provided by the Challenge Grant Program. The vast majority of
funding, some 372 distinct projects, or 73 percent of our total
grant-making activity, supported the creation of access to primary
source materials. Nearly all of this funding went for archival
projects.

In all these numbers it is easy to lose sight of the forest for the
trees. The main observation is the similarity in what NEH and
NHPRC have done with their money. Eighty-five percent of
NHPRC's Records Program grants supported discrete arrange-
ment and description projects, or records management projects at
single institutions. Seventy-three percent of Research Resources
support was for comparable project activity. Similarly we have
made grants through no overall plan, but according to what comes
in during a given review cycle: peace history materials at Swarth-
more College, a survey of agricultural records in Colorado, photo-
graphs of Coeur D'Alene at the University of Idaho, a local records
program in Grand Rapids, and a 19th century German-American
newspaper in Ann Arbor. It may be piecemeal, but it is what
archival institutions have decided they want to use grant money
for.

Looking at the number of collections processed, the number of
finding aids produced, surveys accomplished, or records manage-
ment programs started tells only part of the "impact" story. Grants
have created job opportunities, particularly for entry level pro-
fessionals. If each Research Resources grant provides jobs for one
or two professionals per project, then grants have provided be-
tween 350 to 400 jobs during the past seven years; NHPRC can
probably produce comparable figures. These jobs are not perma-
nent, and it has been argued that we've only succeeded in creating a
rootless and wandering band of archival gypsies. But I wonder
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whether having no job opportunities is ever better than having
some job opportunities. And in the best of cases, though these are
admittedly rare, temporary jobs have turned into permanent jobs.

In addition to aiding an institution in clearing up its backlog,
grants have enabled new programs to get underway, such as the
Ohio Historical Society's labor history collection development
program. NHPRC's City of Portland project has created a con-
tinuing records management program guided by a full-time per-
manent archivist for the city.

In some instances, grants have laid the foundation for entirely
new institutions, such as the Houston Metropolitan Research
Center. A recent and happy example of this is the newly-opened
Martin Luther King, Jr. Library and Archives. Prior to an infusion
of Endowment grant funds, valuable documentation of the civil
rights struggle, including the records of the Student Non-Violent
Coordinating Committee, the Congress of Racial Equality and the
National Lawyer's Guild, sat in disarray in a warehouse. Mrs.
King's basement housed her husband's papers. Access to the
material was privileged, if it existed at all. There is now a brand-
new building with an entire floor devoted to the collections, and
two full-time professionals to manage the collections. The Micro-
filming Corporation of America has microfilmed the SNCC and
CORE collections together with records of those groups held at the
State Historical Society of Wisconsin.

In all of these activities Research Resources grants have reflected
the growing professionalization of the archival community, the
development of technical standards to guide archival work, and a
desire to insure that archival competence passes from stronger to
weaker institutions. Federal funds have underwritten, for example,
the SAA Manual Series and SAA Basic Archival and Conservation
Workshops. Consultant grants allow on-site examinations of
programs.

The Endowment's peer review process acts as a mechanism for
insuring that archival standards are adhered to and technical
expertise is passed along when needed. Archival and library
professionals play a major role in assessing the feasibility of a
project's plan of work and its adherence to national standards.
Often reviewers' lengthy critiques are summarized by program
staff and passed along to rejected applicants to encourage stronger
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projects. The success rate of applicants who follow the suggestions
of panelists and reviewers is about 75 percent.

Now clearly there has been an impact in all this. But it is an
impact that remains primarily at the individual institutional level.
The effect of federal grants on archival institutions considered as a
whole has been considerably less. And yet it is perhaps on the inter-
institutional scale that federal grants have the potential for their
greatest impact.

We have made a small number of such grants. The Chicago
Historical Society is using sampling techniques to formulate
appraisal guidelines for collections of architectural records. In-
diana University is devising a computer program based on the
record series concept to provide control over folklore materials.
The NHPRC-funded Joint Committee on the Archives of Science
and Technology project is addressing problems in the manage-
ment of records of scientific research institutions. NHPRC's
Midwest State Archives Guide Project is demonstrating the fea-
sibility of regional cooperation in the use of computer technology,
and the development of coherent, compatible descriptive systems.
The National Information Systems Task Force (NISTF) is de-
veloping a prerequisite for a national archival data base, or for
regional data bases, through the generation of a standard format
for the description of archival and manuscript materials.

Except for the last two, the projects that are producing results
that might be transferrable to many repositories remain projects
generated by a single institution facing a problem with one type of
record or another. Whether or not the results of such "model"
projects will be transferred is open to question. NEH and the
archival profession lack any enforcement mechanism. But there is
clearly a need for larger ideas, for broader approaches to archival
work.

Consider an example of a problem that raises such broader issues
and their implications for effective grant-making. Recently a
Research Resources Panel discussed a proposal for a statewide
survey of labor union records. Although generally confident that
the project would work, the panelists debated the need to collect
local union records in that state when similar collections existed
elsewhere. The majority of panelists argued for the importance of
the project, as did all but one reviewer. The minority opinion
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argued that there are enough union records already collected, and
that we need to collect other types of documentation for the vast
majority of workers who are not in unions. Another dissenting
voice commented: "This is basically a sound proposal but the last
thing we need in order to build a national archival program is
another state survey of labor records."

There is no national archival program, and there may never be
one. But without some kind of larger plan, can any of us be fully
satisfied that we are really working effectively? With respect to
labor history, there was a recent effort to address some of the
questions. NHPRC described its initial grant for this activity as a
project to "develop a systematic approach to the preservation and
use of labor records in the United States." However, for a number
of reasons the Conference on the Records of American Labor held
at the George Meany Center for Labor Studies in November 1980
was not considered a success. The Conference failed to provide a
clear-sighted approach to a key question raised by our panelists
and reviewers in the state labor records survey case concerning
appraisal, which encompasses the selective retention of materials
that document entire segments of our lives and histories.

Appraisal in this broad sense is crucial to effective archival work
and effective grant-making. As Maynard Brichford characterizes it:
"Appraisal is the area of greatest professional challenge to the
archivist...., the archivist bears responsibility for deciding what
aspects of society and which specific activities shall be documented
in the records retained for future research. Research may be
paralyzed either by unwitting destruction or by preserving too
much." '2 The question is how much is too much? And how best
can that question be decided? What mechanisms exist for pursuing
such questions? Or is it merely utopian to ask for guidelines to
direct work on a national scope?

I raise the question about what mechanisms are appropriate for
pursuing the large questions partly because I think this is an area
where federal funding ought to be more effective than it has been.
Perhaps it's the case that conferences are, in the main, poor
mechanisms for addressing the big issues. Perhaps what is needed
is more individual research and the development of archival
theory. There is an excitement today about the possibilities of
exploring and formulating theory, and beginning in the summer
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of 1983, the Bentley Historical Library, with support from the
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, will serve as the locus of two
summers' worth of archival research.

But what is archival theory? And why archival theory now? One
obvious answer to this second question is the need to devise ways of
handling new types of records and the concomitant need to change
old ways of handling historically familiar types of records. The
post World War II universe of actual and potential documentation
is both exceedingly large and exceedingly diverse, calling for new
approaches supplied by archival theory. Robert Warner and Fran-
cis Blouin express this common conception of archival theory in
their summary of the 1979 Ann Arbor Conference on Archival
Management of Machine-Readable Records: "Archival theory as
discussed over the years essentially provides abstract principles of
organization which can, in turn, be applied to a specific collection
or record group." 3

I call this conception the Collection Specific View (CSV) of
archival theory. If collections are the basic building blocks of the
archival universe, then the CSV is a kind of archival atomic theory.
Archivists, like the great chemist Mendeleev, are producing a chart
of the elements of the archival universe. Paper records constitute
the natural elements. New man-made elements like machine-
readable records, oral history tapes, and video recordings are the
californium, einsteinium, and berkelium of the archival chart of
the elements. The task of collection specific archival theory is to
describe the atomic structure of the archival universe.

In contrast to the Collection Specific View, there is the Ultimate
Question View (UQV) of archival theory. If the CSV calls upon
archivists to pursue atomic chemistry, the UQV demands the
pursuit of cosmology. The main proponent of the UQV is Frank
Burke, who argues that archival theory must answer such black-
hole questions as why a society produces the records it does and
what is an historical fact. To address such questions, Burke urges
certain archivists to forsake the workplace for the academy in order
to devote their lives to archival meditations. 4 As I have described it,
the UQV is obviously subject to the charge of idle speculation. It
asks us, perhaps, to think too big, and in so doing it falls off the
archival edge.

The CSV, on the other hand, can be accused of intellectual



84 THE MIDWESTERN ARCHIVIST Vol. VII, No. 2, 1982

atomism. It remains within the familiar archival territory of the
single collection or the single repository. It keeps our thinking too
small. Such an approach to archival theory cannot effectively deal
with such extra-collection types of questions as how much do we
need to save? Or what do we need to collect next? If local union
records exist in Ohio, do we need to have them in Missouri, or
Iowa? If there's a collection of architectural records documenting
the output of a medium-sized firm in Minneapolis in the 1950s, do
we need a similar collection in Boston?

We should pursue, I think, some middle way between the
Collection Specific View and the Ultimate Question View. If the
CSV is like atomic theory, and the UQV is like cosmology, the
alternative resembles ecology. Ecology posits a whole system,
whose parts interact in a multitude of ways. The archival universe
comprises, in the ecological view, not merely bodies of records and
the institutions that house them, but the organizations and in-
dividuals that generate them, and the persons who use them. These
constituents are not like discrete elements, but are closer to
mutually interactive systems. To develop archival theory adequate-
ly, we must account for systems and their interactions. An archivist
must pursue such Burkean questions as how a particular organi-
zation functions and use that knowledge in order to address such
collection specific issues as how to apply sampling techniques to
architectural records. Beyond that archivists must determine how
researchers want to use the records.

There have been efforts to pursue the ecological view of archival
theory in an isolated fashion. But we have failed to pursue the
large questions such as appraisal in a national or regional context.
Nor is there sufficient consultation among archivists and user
groups. I do not see how broad scale acquisition strategies, for
example, can be devised without the participation of users or at the
very least a sophisticated view of the users' interests. 5 Nor are there,
finally, any permanent institutional mechanisms to stimulate
national coordination among the many diverse systems of the
archivists' ecology. Federal programs may be an exception, but we
are all too aware of their fragility today. Nonetheless, we remain a
part of the archival ecological system.

We are entering a period of diminishing resources at the federal,
state, and local levels. There is going to be much greater pressure
on all of us to make less money do more work. But when I say



FEDERAL FUNDING 85

"us," I really mean "you." Someone said recently that one of the
enduring lessons of American history is that the government never
innovates, it merely provides what it thinks the people want.

I spent the first part of this talk documenting how NEH makes
grants piecemeal. But NEH doesn't really make these grants. You
do. You write the proposals; you help review the proposals; you
manage the projects; and you set the standards that we promulgate
in our program guidelines. You staffed NHPRC and two of you
have been on the staff of Research Resources. I deeply regret that
NHPRC may disappear. That leaves precious little money. But the
real issue is not money. It is really a question of leadership. If, in
Jerry Ham's words, the archivist's most important and intellec-
tually demanding task is "to make an informed selection of
information that will provide the future with a representative
record of human experience in our time, "6 then the accomplish-
ment of the task requires an assertion of archival will-power.
Institutions must replace the 19th century notion of self-reliance
with that of inter-institutional cooperation. This demand calls for
a fundamental change of attitudes and a search for viable mecha-
nisms to cultivate cooperation.

Large issues are being raised today not only because the universe
of post World War II documentation demands new approaches,
but also because the consciousness of archivists as members of a
profession has grown so fast during the past decade. Professional
identity is a larger conception than the consciousness of oneself as
merely the employee of a particular institution. So it is fitting to
raise the question: What commitments do I have as a member of a
profession that I do not have as a worker in an organization? And if
those new commitments demand a concerted approach to current
archival issues by all institutions, through what mechanisms are
approaches turned into practices?

There is at the Endowment a potential that is yet to be fully
tapped. We've been responsive to archival needs and we've been
flexible in how we can service those needs. It's not simply the
Research Resources Program that has provided funding, but the
Education Division, which launched the New York University
Archival Education Program, and the Public Division, which is
funding the Native American Tribal Archives Project, the Muse-
ums and Historical Organizations Program, which supported self-
study projects, and the Research Conferences Program, which
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underwrote part of the cost of the Regional Networks Conference
held last year in Madison. Finally there are the state programs in
the humanities, some of which are providing funding for local
archival projects.

The Research Resources Program can serve as a locus of
coherent funding to address national archival issues as they affect
the potential for substantive research in the humanities. Up to
now, we have aided and abetted what Jerry Ham has called the
proliferation and decentralization of archival resources.7 It is time,
I am convinced, to support the coalescence of institutions for the
common good of our national cultural record, for the benefit of
those who provide that record, for those who interpret the record,
and finally for the benefit of all of us who profit from the products,
of historical and cultural studies. Federal funding can be an
effective mechanism to help achieve these ends. But you must help
to provide direction.

With this conclusion, I want to retitle my remarks. It is not the
impact of federal funds on archival management that is important.
What counts is the impact of archivists on the management of
federal funding.
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