RECORDS REDUX: ENHANCING
SUBJECT ACCESS THROUGH
REDESCRIPTION
JOAN RABINS
One of the fundamental responsibilities of the archival profession
lies in making historical records available for research. This is
accomplished chiefly through description. To a great extent, the
aptness and completeness of their description determines the
research life of archival records. Historians and other researchers
must be informed of the existence of documentation pertinent to
their interests and directed to those items containing the information they require.
Although archivists readily accept such responsibility, the professional literature contains little about the redescription of holdings.
Substantial shifts in the focus of scholarly inquiry over time may
create the need for redescription. When researchers attempt to
explore a new subject area, frequently the finding aids which confront them are mute regarding the existence of material on the new
topics they seek to investigate. Archivists generally select subjects to
be highlighted in finding aids by retrospective analysis of research
interests. They give slight attention to possible future research
trends because these seem too difficult to predict with any accuracy.
The recent growth of interest in women's history provides an
illustration. Many archival collections contain materials gathered
over the years depicting the role of women in various areas of
activity. However, processors made no mention of the presence of
such information because there was scant evidence that a separate
discipline of women's studies would come into being when the
finding aids for these collections were prepared.
Much excellent documentation lies unsuspected and unused in
archives because finding aids fail to indicate the presence of material
relating to newer historical interests. This situation forces researchers to depend solely upon their instincts and upon the special
knowledge of the reference archivist. In addition, scholars no longer
consult many collections of papers once heavily used, erroneously
assuming that the once-promising veins have all been thoroughly
mined and that no new information can be extracted.
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The Archives of Labor and Urban Affairs, Wayne State University
(hereafter, simply "Archives"), holds over 40,000 linear feet of files
(or about 60 million items) collected from a broad spectrum of major
unions; labor, reform, and social organizations; and individuals
who were involved in this work. These records have been gathered
and processed between 1960 and the present.
This same period has been one of sudden and dramatic change in
the United States, witnessing the civil rights movement, urban
unrest, the Vietnam War, a revival of radicalism, the Watergate
scandals, and the women's rights movement. These developments
markedly influenced the flourishing field of American labor history.
The interest of a younger generation of American labor historians
has, to a great extent, shifted from traditional, conservative institutional and economic studies to investigations which tend to concentrate on the individual workers themselves, their adaptation to
industrialization, and their sense of class consciousness.' Moreover,
attention has turned to groups which had been neglected previously:
not only to women as already noted,2 but also to blacks and ethnic
groups and to the specific roles they played in labor history.
The Archives' holdings were rich in the very information which
present-day scholars were seeking. However, finding aids for collections processed before the 1970s did not adequately reflect the presence of such material. Indeed, the very size of many collections
prohibited users from searching through them in the hope of uncovering important data without some guidance from the Archives. It
was evident also that the clientele using the Archives was broadening to include researchers from a wide range of fields such as economics, sociology, and literature. This, too, had not been anticipated when the early guides were written, and the possible interests
of this expanded audience are another factor to consider in revising
finding aids.
A search of the literature provided scant guidance for a program of
redescription, although note has been taken of the problem presented by shifts in research interests. 3 In addition, some recent discussion suggests the need to reappraise holdings periodically and to
deaccession those records which seem to have no evidential or
informational value. 4 Repositories today cannot easily justify shelf
space for records that are not being used. When the reappraisal
process reveals that records which have been neglected are potentially very valuable, then, clearly, redescription is called for.
Our project was, of course, closely related to the growing interest
in the quality of subject retrieval in archives, manuscript repositories, and also in libraries. Most studies made thus far point up the
low effectiveness of finding aids, guides, and catalogs in directing
researchers to all of the items which they might wish to consult in an
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ideal situation. 5 Richard Lytle's pioneering work comparing the
Provenance method and the Content Indexing method of retrieval
has indicated the need to consider seriously the quality of access
which archives are providing and to recognize the pitfalls of exclu6
sive reliance on either method.
Convinced that the problem of redescription merited study, the
Archives approached the National Endowment for the Humanities
and proposed a two-year model project in which all aspects of the
matter would be examined in order to gather reliable data on the
time and staff required for such work, to develop the most satisfactory procedures for guide revision, and to observe the effectiveness of
such a project in renewing interest in neglected records. The
Endowment approved the proposal, and the project began in June
1979.
From the outset, the selection of records to be redescribed received
much attention. Experienced staff helped identify those collections
which offered good potential for current research not indicated in
the existing finding aids. Above and beyond this, the final list of
collections chosen reflected the overall scope of the Archives' hold-7
ings and offered a variety of problems and arrangement schemes.
(See Table 1)
The Archives' standard finding aid contains information relating
to the provenance of the records, an agency history or biographical
sketch, a statement of scope and content, lists of significant subjects
(proper names and topics) and correspondents, full series descriptions, and lists of folder headings by box. Several alternatives were
weighed in the selection of a means to indicate subjects to be found
in a given collection. The device previously employed, a list of
major subjects, had obvious limitations. The subject terms tended to
be quite broad and lacking in specificity, and they were seldom
broken down into component elements. 8 More importantly, the
finding aid gave no indication as to where in the collection these
subjects might be found.
In some cases, of course, the location was self-evident. However,
close scrutiny of individual collections indicated that, although
there might be obvious series to consult, some of the most valuable
records were included in groupings which the user might deem an
unlikely location, or they were in long series of correspondence,
minutes, or grievances, which meant that to uncover the desired
information a considerable investment of time was required. Needless to say, this problem is particularly acute in larger contemporary
collections consisting of hundreds of linear feet. 9
The device ultimately selected to redescribe collectiorns, after testing various alternatives, was an index to subjects, both proper
names and topics, which seemed to be of current or potential
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TABLE 1
COLLECTIONS PROCESSED AND/OR REDESCRIBED DURING PROJECT

Collection Name
George F. Addes
Joseph Basso
Brookwood Labor College

Size In
Linear Ft.

Linear Ft.
Processed Or
Reprocessed

6.5

m

General Subject Area
UAW Secretary-Treasurer, 1936-1947

65.5
6.5

2

2

Automobile industry, early unions, 1920-1938

Jewish Labor Committee Michigan Region

22.5

17.5

Community relations, civil rights, 1947-1973

William L. Kircher

11.5

Emil Mazey

32

Harold Norris

14.5

14.5

1
5

1

Robert W. Dunn

Matilda Robbins
St. Paul Federation of
Teachers

8

UAW Secretary-Treasurer, 1947-1952
ACLU Michigan, constitutional law, civil rights, 1941-1968
IWW, socialism, 1900-1963
AFT, teachers' strikes, 1898-1970
UAW President, 1938-1946

20.5

Wayne County AFL
Totals

15
262

z
M/)
C
H

Farm workers organizing and strikes, 1959-1973

R. J. Thomas
United Community Services

-m
mi

Wayne County AFL-CIO, Detroit Recorders Court, 1935-1965
Labor education, 1923-1937

49

0
m

Detroit charities, welfare, ethnic groups, 1878-1945
Detroit labor, 1918-1948
49.5

z
0

00
CA)
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research interest. The location of relevant material within a collection was indicated by box and folder numbers.' 0 The index is a
familiar tool to researchers and is easily appended to existing finding aids. Only in those instances where a collection was very small,
under two linear feet, was an amplified list of subjects inserted
instead.
In deciding upon a content index rather than a folder title index
we were aware that we were going counter to much current thinking
which, mindful of the need to adopt descriptive practices compatible with computerized access and eventual networking, cautions
against intensive indexing of content." To index folder headings
would also have been more rapid since it could have been done
without reference to the actual papers. However, it was concluded
that only a deepened indication of subject content which revealed
not only general content, as reflected in folder names, but also the
specific content of those folders where it seemed to be significant
would prolong the usefulness of finding aids effectively.' 2 Thus
intellectual access to the records would be enhanced by permitting
the researcher to search via the traditional provenance method using
the finding aid, but to do so in conjunction with a subject index
providing specific locations. Moreover, a controlled vocabulary was
employed so that the individual indexes can be merged and used as
the basis for an automated repository level index at some point in the
future when resources are available for such a project.
When actual work began some unavoidable, time-consuming
tasks had to be performed which had not originally been envisioned.
One such job was folder numbering. Numbering of folders had not
been the common practice at the Archives during the early years. To
provide exact folder locations for subjects required numbering the
folders and inserting these numbers into the existing finding aids.
This work, of course, need not be done by a professional member of
the staff.
In the case of one collection lacking folder numbers, in order to
save time, only box numbers were provided for subjects in the index.
Although preferable to a mere list, the omission of folder numbers
might necessitate a search through the contents of an entire box to
locate a specific item. Consequently, we decided henceforth to
number folders, believing that the time invested would be more than
repaid by the qualitative improvement in access thus obtained.
Another unanticipated chore was rewriting. In several instances
entire sections of finding aids required rewriting in order to provide
adequate description and to make them consistent with current
standards and procedures of the Labor Archives. Often the archivist
undertook research to supplement the information previously
given. Occasionally effective future use of the records demanded
reprocessing of portions of collections.
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The initial decision to index the content of collections rather than
folder titles meant that there was no alternative to reading through
most of the records. Notations of subject content and locations were
made on cards, which were then organized, edited to ensure consistent terminology, and used to compile the index. Because not every
item was described, documents were evaluated for their importance
for research. Naturally new research interests received high priority,
though the traditional ones were not neglected. Beyond that, judgments had to be made on material which did not seem to be of special
interest but was voluminous and of informational value to the
donor and, therefore, perhaps worthy of being noted or which, while
not currently in demand, might be called for at some future time.
And, of course, there was always the premonition that in another
twenty years subjects of prime interest will appear which were
unaccountably overlooked.
Experience in redescribing collection has led to certain conclusions. One is that the experience which the archivist brings to the
work is extremely important. If the archivist has a strong background in the field, in this case in labor and social history, he or she
will be much better able to evaluate the material and to select
appropriate terms familiar to scholars and other researchers. However, as in processing, it is vital that time be allowed to permit the
individual to become acquainted with the specific historical circumstances surroundilig the creation of the papers.
Practice enhances proficiency in the technique of indexing. In
this instance the archivist conducting the study had previous experience in indexing, but even so the general pace accelerated as the
work progressed and a body of suitable terms accumulated. Having
a complete list of descriptors available for consultation greatly facilitated this aspect of the work. The manner in which collections were
arranged also played a significant part in setting the pace of the
work. Those with material grouped by subject or which dealt with a
limited number of subjects could be redescribed most quickly.
Giving a figure for the average time required to redescribe a
collection would not be very useful because of the wide variations
among collections. Work progressed at a rate of from 1.3 to 5 linear
feet per day with 2 to 3 linear feet per day the most common pace.
This calculation is based on a 7.5 hour workday with time carefully
monitored to exclude duties unrelated to those of the project.'1 The
rate for processing new collections including full subject and correspondence indexing ranged from .45 to .5 linear feet per day. 14 (See
Tables 2 and 3)
Some specific examples might provide an illustration of the problems encountered in carrying out this project. The first collection
revised was that of George F. Addes, the Secretary-Treasurer of the
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TABLE2
TIME RECORD-REDESCRIBED COLLECTIONS

Collection Name

Total
Worktime

Size

Overall
Rate Per Day

Breakdown Of Total Worktime
Time To
Research And
Read Collection
Rewriting

days)*
(in linear ft)
(in days)
(in days)
Addes
65.5
44
1.5
28
9
Bookwood
49
17.5
2.8
16
Dunn
2
21
.1
13
8
Kircher
11.5
5.5
2.1
4
Mazey
32
10.5
3
5.5
3
Robbins
1
5
.2
3.5
1.5
St. Paul F.T.
5
1.5
3
1
Thomas
17
13
1.3
7
4
tJCS
20.5
4
5
2.5
1
Wayne Co. AFL
15
3.3
4.5
2.8
*A workday for the purposes of this study equals 7.5 hours of work devoted exclusively to the tasks listed in the breakdown.

Completion
Of Index
(in days)
7
1.5
list
1.5
2
list
.5
2
.5
.5

TABLE 3
TIME RECORD-NEWLY PROCESSED COLLECTIONS
Breakdown Of Total Worktime

Collection Name
Basso

Linear Ft.
Before
Processing
15

Jewish Labor
Committee
Norris

Linear Ft.
After
Processing
6.5
5

15
28

Total
Worktime
(in days)
14.5

Overall
Rate Per Day
(in lin. ft.)
.45

Processing
Time
(in days)
12.25

Research And
Writing
(in days)
2.25

(old)

10

17.5 (new)

35

.5

22.5 total

45

.5

41

4

14.5

19

.76

10.75

5

Indexing
(in days)
included in
processing time

3.25
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United Auto Workers from 1936 to 1947, comprising 65.5 linear feet
of records. The finding aid was little more than a folder inventory
devoid of any indication of subjects. One of the earliest accessions of
the Archives, its exceptional research potential caused it to be
opened before standards for processing and for finding aids were
developed.
Because its use is central to research into the early history of the
UAW, this collection was a prime candidate for redescription. Work
progressed slowly because of the need for extensive rewriting of
descriptive portions and folder numbering. The reward for the time
invested was in uncovering an unsuspected quantity of records
giving statistical information on employment in wartime defense
plants with breakdowns by ethnic group, sex, and type of work
performed. Also located was excellent documentation on the problems of women workers during the war and their replacement by
men in the postwar period.
The papers of the United Community Services of Detroit were
redescribed in less time than any of the others. This collection
consists of 20.5 linear feet of the records of organized Detroit charities dating from 1878 to 1945. Five linear feet of this collection were
redescribed per day, a rate made possible by a narrower range of
subject matter and no need for folder numbering or rearrangement.
The Brookwood Labor College Collection, 49 linear feet of
records from the period 1921 to 1937, was redescribed at a fairly
average rate of just under three feet per day. While not requiring
folder numbering or much reprocessing, it contained varied and
important subject content. This major collection provides a unique
insight into the early workers' education movement and information regarding significant figures in the labor movement who
obtained their early training at the college. The resulting index,
consisting of approximately 200 entries, has considerably enhanced
the value of these records for research.
An example drawn from this index (Fig. 1) will illustrate how it
supplements the information already afforded by the finding aid.
The entry for Conference for Progressive Labor Action lists folders
in boxes 28 and 29 which would have been readily located using the
Provenance method since they are files of reports, correspondence,
and policy statements generated by the CPLA and are so labeled.
However, the files in boxes 42, 44, and 45 are appropriately labeled
as correspondence of A. J. Muste or Helen Norton, yet they contain
items of interest to anyone researching the CPLA and might be
overlooked if not highlighted by an index.
As background for this study, we tried to ascertain whether other
archives which collect labor records had attempted to redescribe
older collections and to learn of their sources for subject terms. To
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Figure 1
Brookwood Labor College Collection
(Index Sample)

Calhoun, Arthur W., 2:9, 11:5, 25: 24-28,
43:16, 51:3
dismissal, 1:11, 16:20, 20:4, 20:18, 25:2428, 32:18, 44:15
Child labor, 49:6
Cohn, Fannia, 26:4-16, 37:24
Colby, Josephine, 2:6-8, 5:3-4, 27:1-9
Commonwealth College, 27:10-12, 27:15,
27:21-22, 27:26-27, 42:11, 42:19
Communist party
criticism of Bookwood and Muste, 42:6,
42:14
Company unions, 43:2
Conference for Progressive Labor Action,
28:1-30, 29:1-11, 42:14-16, 44:14, 45:17
policy, 28:24-26
See also Brookwood, CPLA; Kentucky
Mine Workers' strike; Labor Age; Miners,
dissident movements; and Muste, A. J.,
resignation
Cook, Cara, 5:6, 5:11, 13:13
Cooperatives, 29:25-27

Kennedy, John C., 1:11, 2:10, 4:4, 4:9, 5:1,
5:13-14, 36:1
Kentucky Mine Workers' strike, 29:9
Ku Klux Klan, 42:4
Labor Age, 28:1-30, 36:18-27
Labor College of Philadelphia, 27:19-20,
27:22-24, 33:14, 42:11, 42:13-14, 50:26
Labor institutes. See Brookwood, labor
institutes and conferences
Labor journalism, 4:12-19
Labor legislation, 4:20
Labor plays, 10:19, 16:9, 43:13, 44:15, 51:5,
51:9,. 51:13, 51:19-20, 52:5, 52:13, 96:13-14,
96:18, 96:23-30, 97:1-21, 98:1-22. See also
Brookwood, Chautauqua programs
Labor songs, 44:15, 98:22
Labor spies, 1:2
Labor's News, 32:17-18
Lawrence textile strike, (1931), 37:9-14
Lefkowitz, Abraham, 4:20, 37:20-29
Lewis, John L.
UMWA opposition, 40:27-28

Detroit Labor College, 27:26, 27:28
Ellickson, Katherine Pollack, 5:2, 46:19-27,
47:1-4, 49:17-18
Energy industry and labor, 10:11, 10:18
Fascism. See Nuovo Mondo
Federated Press, 32:14-20
Fincke, Helen and William, 31:18, 43:12.
See also Manumit School
Foreign student exchange, 11:10, 12:22-23
Friends, Society of, 42:1
Golden, Clinton S., 31:1-31, 34:15-20, 34:23
Illinois Miners Rank and File Movement,
35:8-22
Independent Labor Party, 35:6-7, 41:8-10
International Labor Organization (ILO),
10:20
International Ladies' Garment Workers'
Union, 36:28-41
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW)
student membership in, 16:2
Italian political refugees. See Nuovo
Mondo

Management, attitudes toward union
members, 43:3
Manumit School, 27:12-16, 27:19-24, 39:829, 42:6, 42:14
Marion, N.C. textile strike (1929-1930),
53:18-19, 54:1-15
Milwaukee Worker's College, 27:25
Miners
dissident movements, 40:24-30, 41:1-19,
42:17, 44:14, 45:17
Save the Miners' Union Conference,
40:27-28
See also Illinois Miners Rank and File
Movement; Kentucky Mine Workers'
strike; United Mine Workers of America;
West Virginia Miners' strike
Miners' and Carmens' Union
criticism of Brookwood, 16:14
Mooney, Tom
imprisonment, 41:23-26, 42:15, 43:29,
43:30
Muste, A. J., 2:3-5, 4:1-2, 4:5-8, 4:10, 42:1-22,
43:1-12
back salary dispute, 12:2, 51:11-12, 51:14
resignation (1933), 13:13, 29:7, 45:17. See
also Conference for
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gather this information, twelve leading labor archives in the United
States and Canada were queried. Most were quite generous in furnishing us with samples of their finding aids and subject terms.
None appear to have attempted to redescribe their holdings, but they
expressed considerable interest in the project, and those who
requested it have received the final report.
The response of researchers to the revised finding aids has been
quite positive. With the new indexes they have been able to locate
needed subject material that was not previously used because finding aids provided no indication of its presence. Or, if its existence
was suspected, the volume of the collection made searching for it
impractical. The reactions of these researchers have indicated the
advisability of adopting an index as a standard feature in finding
aids, and we now routinely prepare indexes as collections are processed. It is obvious also, given the curtailment of faculty research
grants in the foreseeable future and the concomitant reduction in
time available to examine large contemporary collections, that such
guides will prove of even more value as researchers are compelled to
restrict severely their research time away from home.
People using collections seem to prefer an index to a general list of
subjects. This fuller indication of the subjects to be found in a
collection should, because of its depth, prolong the useful life of the
finding aid. The Labor Archives still provides a list of very broad
subject terms in the introduction to the finding aid to give a general
idea of the subject content.
A basic conclusion drawn from this project is that updating
finding aids to indicate the location of material related to contemporary scholarly interest is well worth doing and, if performed in a
systematic manner, need not absorb an inordinate amount of staff
time. Of course, in an era of budgetary retrenchment and mounting
backlogs, many archives will be unable to place a high priority on
such an activity. However, institutions whose holdings are substantially processed might wish to undertake a redescription program on
an ongoing basis to insure the continued use of their collections by
researchers.
This project has underscored the fact that the description of
records is never final. Archives must react to redirections of scholarly
interest which come about as historians respond to their times and to
developments in their fields. The records themselves do not become
obsolete, but the guides which provide access to them unfortunately
do. When this process progresses too far, papers which hold much
valuable information can become neglected. Periodic redescription
is a vital and necessary therapeutic measure taken to restore such
records to a sound condition which will ensure their fullest continued use.
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FOOTNOTES
1. For a review of the development of the "new labor history" see Robert H. Zieger,
"Workers and Scholars: Recent Trends in American Labor Historiography," Labor
History 13 (Spring 1972): 245-66.
2. The compilation of Women's History Sources, edited by Andrea Hinding (New York: R.
R. Bowker Co., 1979), indicates a recognition of this need and a constructive attempt to
provide a remedy.
3. "Shifting research traditions" were cited by Richard H. Lytle as a basic problem in
"defining users and user demands on the archives system" in "Intellectual Access to
Archives: I. Provenance and Content Indexing Methods of Subject Retrieval," American
Archivist 43 (Winter 1980): 69.
4. Leonard Rapport, "No Grandfather Clause: Reappraising Accessioned Records," A merican Archivist 44 (Spring 1981): 143-50.
5. Richard H. Lytle, "Intellectual Access to Archives: II. Report of an Experiment Comparing Provenance and Content Indexing Methods of Subject Retrieval," American Archivist 43 (Spring 1980): 191-207; Marcia J. Bates, "Factors Affecting Subject Catalog Search
Success," Journal of the American Society for Information Science 28 (May 1977):
161-169; and R. Tagliacozzo and M. Kochen, "Information-Seeking Behavior of Catalog
Users," Information Storage and Retrieval 6 (December 1970): 363-381.
6. Lytle, "Intellectual Access to Archives: I," pp. 74-75.
7. Breadth of subject content was important because a parallel feature of this project was the
compilation of an authority list of acceptable subject terms for labor history consistent
with the holdings of the Archives. Since this aspect of the project presented problems of a
quite different order, it will not be dealt with in this article.
8. Subject terms had been drawn originally from the Library of Congress Subject Headings.
However, these terms had proved unsatisfactory since they were intended for library
needs and were often not the terms employed by labor historians.
9. The problem of subject access has recently been well presented by Mary Jo Pugh in "The
Illusion of Omniscience: Subject Access and the Reference Archivist," American Archivist 45 (Winter 1982): 33-44. We wish to thank Ms. Pugh for furnishing us with an earlier
version of this article.
10. The format employed was essentially similar to that used by the University of Utah
archives, a sample of which can be found in Inventories and Registers: A Handbook of
Techniques and Examples, A Report of the Committee on Finding Aids (Chicago:
Society of American Archivists, 1976), p. 35.
11. Richard C. Berner and M. Gary Bettis, "Description of Manuscript Collections: A Single
Network System," College and Research Libraries 30 (September 1969): 411; and Richard
C. Berner, "Manuscript Collections and Archives-A Unitary Approach," Library
Resources and Technical Services 9 (Spring 1965): 219.
12. It is frequently suggested that keyword indexes built up from folder headings are an
efficient solution to the problem of subject access. Our experience in this study inclines
us to question seriously whether this method will indeed furnish the quality of subject
access that the profession should seek.
13. Individuals vary in the speed with which they perform tasks. However, the work rates
reported can reasonably be expected from an experienced archivist. For fuller detailed
information A Report on the Revision of FindingAids is available from the Archives of
Labor and Urban Affairs, Walter P. Reuther Library, Wayne State University, Detroit,
MI 48202.
14. For comparison, some new collections were processed to determine how much time
indexing added to this work.
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