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ABSTRACT: The past decade was a period of self-scrutiny by the archival pro-
fession. The 1990s might be a time when the navel-gazing of the 1980s is
translated into more intensive activity by the archival community. This is
indicative of the dynamic nature of all professions. Two important recent studies
on the nature of professions-one a general analysis of professional systems
and the other an investigation of librarianship as a profession-suggest some
ways to understand the recent development of the American archival profession.
This essay reviews these two studies, assesses the archival discipline as a part of
the system of professions, and re-evaluates the agenda for professional change
suggested by the author in 1986.

Introduction

Few would deny that the 1980s were a time of tremendous self-scrutiny by
the archival profession. The amount of such activity is staggering, with evi-
dence of its results and effects everywhere. For example, more than forty states
completed statewide assessment reports on the condition of archival and histori-
cal records. The image of archivists by employers and resource allocators was
thoroughly analyzed for the first time. The Society of American Archivists'
(SAA) Task Force on Goals and Priorities issued an important planning docu-
ment for the profession and one update to that report; the SAA has now
constituted this task force as a standing committee. The SAA Task Force on
Institutional Evaluation published a self-study guide and completed the most
extensive census of archival institutions ever undertaken; a more detailed work-
book for institutional self-study concluded the work of the task force. SAA
completed membership surveys in 1982 and 1989. The Committee on the
Records of Government studied and reported on the manner in which govern-
ment was being documented and its records utilized. The National Association
for Government Archives and Records Administrators (NAGARA) released a
detailed, and disturbing, report on the preservation of state archival records.
NAGARA also finished its work on reporting standards for state archival pro-
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grams that provide the basis for regular profiles of the activities of these impor-
tant institutions.2Not surprisingly, skeptics of the focus the archival profession had during this
decade also abound. There are those that see such efforts as taking time, energy,
and resources from what they perceive to be the more basic responsibilities of
the archival profession: servicing records. The traditional emphasis on the "lone
arranger" suggests to many that the archivist's work should focus on what could
be done in the stacks, rather than through management, planning, research and
development, or advocacy. However, most archivists, regardless of their view of
archival work, would nevertheless admit that some substantial events have
resulted from all that is going on. Two examples will suffice. SAA commenced
a program for individual certification in 1988, leading to the Academy of
Certified Archivists in 1989. Although a controversial action, this decision has
seemed (it is obviously too early to predict its full impact) to spur on work in
other areas such as defining archival competencies and knowledge. Those who
argued against certification because there was not a substantial body of knowl-
edge have been at least partially silence by the initial progress made on the
development of a suitable examination. At nearly the same time, SAA also
approved considerably expanded graduate archival education guidelines that
point to a resurgence of interest in establishing multi course programs consider-
ably beyond the traditionally accepted three course sequence.' Might not the
1990s be a time, then, when a considerably stronger and more focused archival
profession emerges to meet its societal mission?

All of these are, I believe, the marks of an active and growing profession.
Reflecting on the condition of their profession is an activity that archivists
should indulge in from time to time. At the midpoint of the decade I attempted,
with the aid of the Bentley Library Fellowship program, to assess the nature and
condition of the archival community as a profession. Drawing upon sociological
and historical analyses of professions and specific case studies of other disci-
plines, I made a general characterization of the archival profession and
formulated an agenda for strengthening it.4 The appearance of two new studies
on professions 5 and the passage of five years since the earlier assessment sug-
gest that the topic be considered again.

The purpose of this essay is to direct the attention of archivists to two new
important monographs on the nature of professions--one a general analysis of
professional systems and the other an investigation of librarianship as a profes-
sion-and, based on these works and the developments of the past few years, to
make some new assessments about the state of the archival profession. Like the
earlier assessment, this essay is largely impressionistic, written with the hope
that serious research 6 will some day provide more accurate information.

An Ecology of Professions

Andrew Abbott's book, The System of Professions, represents a departure
from standard sociological studies of professions. Contending that previous
studies on the organizational forms of professions fail to say "why those forms
emerge when they do or why they sometimes succeed and sometimes fail,"'

Abbott identifies a "system" of professions that includes considerable interpro-
fessional competition. He sees what he terms the "jurisdictional control" of
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professions-in other words, which profession "had control of what, when, and
how"--as the essential element in such competition. 8

Abbott offers his "theoretical alternative to professionalization" which theory
he views as empirically weak. Abbott writes that

each profession is bound to a set of tasks by ties of jurisdiction, the
strengths and weaknesses of these ties being established in the processes of
actual professional work. Since none of these links is absolute or perma-
nent, the professions make up an interacting system, an ecology.
Professions compete within this system, and a profession's success reflects
as much the situations of its competitors and the system structure as it does
the profession's own efforts.9

To develop this theory, Abbott presents chapters on professional work, jurisdic-
tion, and competition.

The foundations of professional work, according to Abbott, include objective
characteristics such as technology, organization, natural objects and facts, and
cultural structures as well as more subjective aspects that emerge from a profes-
sion's jurisdiction. For example, just as the idea of private property is a
fundamental part of the cultural structure of the American legal profession, the
notion of access to public records is an important element of the structure sup-
porting federal, state, and local government archives. A profession's jurisdiction
includes its claims for diagnosis, reasoning, and treatment. These are also "tied
directly to a system of knowledge that formalizes the skills on which this work
proceeds." 10 Moreover, the "ability of a profession to sustain its jurisdictions lies
partly in the power and prestige of its academic knowledge."11 The latter has
been most troublesome for archivists, who continue to wrestle with both the
development of a body of knowledge and the place of graduate archival educa-
tion in the universities.

Jurisdiction is where "a profession asks society to recognize its cognitive
structure through exclusive rights '12 This is central to Abbott's notion of an
ecology of professions. Any group can take on aspects of a profession in creat-
ing an association or forming a school, "but it cannot occupy a jurisdiction
without either finding it vacant or fighting for it."' 3 Any movement by one pro-
fession causes a reaction in another profession because the professional groups
are part of a system. Jurisdictions can be formed in several possible arenas,
including the legal system, public opinion, and the work place. Abbott also con-
siders how jurisdictions are generally debated and established. One profession
becomes subordinate to another, the contested area is split or shared by compet-
ing professions, one profession assumes advisory rather than direct control over
the area, or the labor is divided according to the nature of the client. Although
the battles for jurisdictions are resolved in many different fashions, Abbott notes
that every profession aims for full jurisdiction or, as he describes it, a "heartland
of work over which it has complete, legally established control.' 4 Another
important point that Abbott makes is that in order to compete for jurisdictions a
group must claim or view itself as a profession. The multi-disciplinary nature of
archival work and the continuing tension within the archival community about
its identity and relationships to academic historian, public historians, librarians,
records managers, and others reveals jurisdiction as a relevant issue for
archivists.
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Competition between professions is prompted in a number of different ways,
some external and some internal to a specific profession. Forces external to the
profession open or close areas affecting the profession. Existing or newly
emerging professions seek new jurisdictions. Technological changes and organi-
zations that define new tasks are the main external forces. The impact of the
computer on archival work and institutions is an obvious example of this.
Changes internal to the profession include the development of new knowledge
or skills, transformation in the social structure of the profession, and reformula-
tion of the profession's knowledge base. Not surprisingly, the knowledge base is
considered one of the fundamental aspects of competition. "Many occupations
fight for turf, but only professions expand their cognitive dominion by using
abstract knowledge to annex areas, to define them as their own proper work."
Knowledge is, according to Abbott, the "currency of competition." The contin-
ued internal debate about archival theory versus practice indicates that this is a
matter about which archivists ought to worry and work towards resolving.

The next major portion of The System of Professions examines the social and
cultural trends that "environ" the system. Abbott first looks at what he calls the
"internal differentiation and the problem of power," or the manner in which a
profession's internal changes affect its ability to compete in the professional
ecological system. Sources of internal differentiation include academic educa-
tion, the work place, client differentiation, and career patterns. These internal
aspects are also affected by power, the second part of Abbott's scheme.
"Professional power can be operationally defined as the ability to retain juris-
diction when system forces imply that a profession ought to have lost it."'16 The
sources of such power include public acceptance, the work place, "objective
aspects of the professional task," and government assistance. The lack of public
awareness and understanding of the archival mission, well documented in many
articles over the past decade, suggests that archivists need to consider more
carefully their environment and its implications.

The next two chapters look at the social and cultural environments of profes-
sions. Technology and the rise of large organizations are seen as social forces
that open and close professional jurisdictions. Abbott also identifies three great
cultural changes remaking professions: the nature of professional knowledge,
new types of legitimacy claimed for that knowledge, and the rise of the univer-
sity. Universities, to take just one example, serve as legitimators for the
profession, providing a place to advance the profession's knowledge and edu-
cate young professionals. The still tenuous, although improving, condition of
archival education in the universities brings archivists face-to-face with what
they perceive to be their legitimate demand for existence and resources.

Abbott's book concludes with three case studies on the information profes-
sions, law, and the psychotherapeutic professions. In some ways, even though
Abbott intends these chapters to put more flesh on the bones of his earlier theo-
rizing, this part of the book is the least satisfying for those looking for
application to their own profession.17 His description of the information profes-
sions is, for example, much broader than what librarians, archivists, and other
information workers generally accept. 8 He does, however, make a few interest-
ing points worth some additional consideration. Because information is an
essential part of the diagnostic function of professions, Abbott asserts, "infor-
mation professions are in some sense specialists in diagnosis and hence
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represent a general threat to all professions.' 19 This is counter to the parochial
notion held by most archivists and librarian-that they are threatened by other
professions. Abbott also states that, lacking a dominant group, "it seems likely
that all the professions in the information area...will end up as small, elite pro-
fessions with intellectual jurisdictions over large areas."'2 Perhaps this accounts
for some of the prevailing uneasiness that the various information professions
feel about their own status and why archivists and others feel compelled to
address and readdress the matter.

Librarianship As A Profession

Michael Winter has scrutinized librarianship in a book entitled The Culture
and Control of Expertise: Toward a Sociological Understanding of
Librarianship. Winter's book has two purposes, both far more traditional than
the Abbott monograph. First, his writing is intended "to change the way librari-
ans think about their work, and indirectly the way they work." Second, he
hoped "to show how the sociological study of professions and occupations can
be used to understand librarianship."21

In order to do so, Winter tries to blend together aspects of the various meth-
ods used to study professions. His first chapter on the rise of modern
professions places librarianship's origins in this context. "Like other relatively
new fields," he writes, "the information occupations emerged as a result of the
increase of complexity in the division of labor, and a parallel increase in the
quantity and complexity of the knowledge and available information that are
used in typical occupational routines." 22 Similar to Abbott's view of the infor-
mation fields as facilitators and controllers of the use of information, Winter
sees librarianship as the "first of the information-handling occupations to con-
front the need for new ways of classifying and organizing the recorded forms of
this new knowledge. ' 23 Winter goes on to say that librarianship is an applied
metascience in that it is involved in "mediating between the user and the public
record of knowledge." 24 Archivists will likely recall that their community also
emerged from many of the same events that Winter describes as part of the pro-
fessionalization of society in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Winter next describes the various ways that professions have traditionally
been studied. He first examines the trait theory, "the view...that a profession is
an occupation with certain characteristics. '25 He then considers alternate
approaches, such as the functionalist and occupational control theories. The
functionalist approach sees that "professionalization is not primarily a matter of
acquiring attributes but rather is a process by which certain occupations come to
play particular kinds of social roles." The control theory looks at professions not
as occupations, "but rather [as] a complex set of procedures for controlling an
occupation."'

Winter uses these various approaches to examine the library community.
First, he looks at librarianship as occupational control, suggesting that most of
its authority is based on collective agreement or group cohesion; reference and
selection functions enhance the control, as does the community's sense of its
own knowledge base. Next he examines the social context of this control.
Returning to the notion that its role in providing access to knowledge strength-
ens librarianship, Winter writes "Librarians are much closer to the production
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and distribution of knowledge as a whole, and thus much closer to the problems
of metascience than are most other professions."'27 Finally, he confronts the tra-
ditional question that librarians and others have asked: "Is librarianship a
profession?" Here he expresses dissatisfaction with the existing models and
wonders whether anyone really knows what a profession is. Winter concludes
by urging a new model that blends the best of the existing approaches to study-
ing professions, emphasizing schools, associations, and the relationship of these
to providing services. All of these concerns are, of course, very similar to the
roles that archivists have assigned themselves and the questions that archivists
have posed about their field.

Although in a sense Winter's study leaves one dangling, (is librarianship a
profession or what?), the feeling is mitigated by his final chapter that proposes a
research agenda for studying the library profession. Winter urges the reader to
look at librarianship as a social system: its professional culture, its tasks and
functions, its historical development, and its social and demographic character-
istics. In addition to these empirical approaches, Winter encourages the use of
librarianship as a basis for the theoretical work in the sociological study of pro-
fessions. Although the end result is a sense of frustration about whether the
reader has been looking at a study of librarianship or a book on sociological
examination, the author probably wanted it both ways. The book is certainly a
valuable contribution to the literature on the nature of the information profes-
sions.

Winter's book is a more valuable study for archivists interested in profession-
alism because of his observation that librarianship is a more traditional
profession; it also allows a comparison to some of the most important points in
Abbott's volume. Abbott's idea that the information professions threaten other
professions is similar to Winter's description of librarianship as a metascience.
Moreover, both strongly emphasize the importance of a knowledge base to any
profession. In other words, Winter's description of librarianship fits comfortably
within Abbott's professional ecology framework. Reading the two studies
together, one has the opportunity to see librarianship from within and as part of
a larger social system. Archivists, representing one of the information profes-
sions, also have another source for contemplating their own field.

Thinking of Archivists As Part of the System of Professions

Many of the points made by both authors have significant relevance for the
archival community. Abbott's concept of jurisdiction, for example, reminds one
of the angst that archivists have felt for decades about their own professional
identity and whether the proper place of graduate archival education lies with
historians or librarians or, perhaps, information scientists.28 Without presuming
to offer a solution to this problem, one might suggest that the competition is nat-
ural and should not be the topic of so much soul-searching or hand-wringing.
Abbott's book demonstrates that efforts within a profession, like that represent-
ed by archivists, will inevitably bring reactions and complaints from closely
related professions-in this case, history, public history, records management,
librarianship, and information science.

Both authors' emphasis upon knowledge points to the most important issue
for archivists. Although the archival literature has improved considerably,29
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archivists are only now beginning to think about profession-wide competencies,
skill, and attitudes. There are still those who do not recognize that archivists
have knowledge or competencies that are distinct, and others who fear that there
is an insufficient body of knowledge on which to base an examination for certi-
fication.30 Some of these individuals even wonder whether the archival
community constitutes a profession at all. Technology also looms as a major
cause of shifts within the archival profession, just as in librarianship. The impli-
cation of the Abbott and Winter studies is that technology does not necessarily
mean the end of the archival profession, it simply means the shifting of some
professional priorities, professional boundaries, and responsibilities.31 In fact,
Abbott and Winter both attest to the potential influence of the information-based
professions like archives on other professions. This should make archivists
rethink the uniqueness of their mission in the information professions and how
that uniqueness can be used to benefit society and to ensure a continuing role
for the archival profession in the future.

In my 1986 essay I identified six components of an agenda for strengthening
the archival profession. These were, in order of their original presentation (not
necessarily their priority) the (1) need to define and promote the social utility of
historical records; (2) the need to stress the importance of individual archivists
in accomplishing the archival mission; (3) the need to develop a much stronger
national voice for archival issues and concerns; (4) the need to strengthen the
educational foundation, theory and public profile by forming full masters level
archival administration programs; (5) the need to develop systems for individual
certification and institutional accreditation in order to support their educational
standards and broader mission in society; and, finally, (6) the need by archivists
not to limit their quest for increased professional growth by dwelling on the
small size of their profession, but instead to concentrate on the potential for
employment and other opportunities for societal influences. The Abbott and
Winter books help to place such an agenda into a new perspective that has great
potential; the archival profession as one of the group of information professions
that possesses an advantage in the competition for resources, influence, and
continued viability.

While much has happened over the past few years in these six areas, nearly
all remain (in my opinion) as legitimate aspects of a national professional agen-
da. While today there is a stronger sense of archival professionalism, the
greatest failure in the past few years has been the inability to develop a stronger
public profile and voice or to establish more exact definitions and criteria for
the practice of archival administration (although certification might eventually
rectify the latter issue). Here the Abbott book especially provides a sense of
needed perspective, as well as giving some direction for future action. In con-
sidering how jurisdictional boundaries are formed, he noted that "jurisdictions
are renegotiated in work places over two- to three-year periods, in public over
ten- to twenty-year periods, in the law over twenty- to fifty-year periods. 32

Since we are considering a profession that has viewed itself as a profession at
best for fifty years (since the founding of SAA and the National Archives in the
mid-1930s) and more likely only over the past twenty (since the report of the
Committee on the 70s and the emergence of a full-fledged professional associa-
tion), it is little wonder that greater movement in the strengthening and profile
of the profession has not occurred. Perhaps the archival profession's relative
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youthfulness has given it an ingrained inferiority complex that has prevented it
from capitalizing on its fullest potential.

If we reformulated my 1986 agenda for strengthening the archival profession,
what changes could be made? First, now that SAA's Task Force on Institutional
Evaluation has produced a workbook that individual archival programs can use
to evaluate themselves and to compare their program to others of similar size
and nature, it is probably time to consider more seriously the matter of institu-
tional accreditation. This is a noteworthy objective that is obviously gaining
interest, as illustrated by NAGARA's effort to develop reporting standards and a
recent publication by the New York State Archives and Records Administration
for guiding institutional self-study.33 SAA's re-establishment of the task force as
a standing committee with the specific charge of promoting the use of SAA's
workbook and a longer view of considering an institutional accreditation pro-
gram modeled after what the Association of American Museums has had for the
past twenty years is a step in the right direction. The AAM program has elicited
a wide range of views during its existence, but there appears to be a least some
consensus that it has aided both individual institutions and the museum profes-
sion.34 A program to accredit archival repositories could also make the archival
profession better able to carry out its mission. This fits into Abbott's considera-
tion of systematizing a profession's internal elements, in this case the work
place.

Second, the archival profession needs to define better its own knowledge
base and competencies and, building on these, work to develop precise stan-
dards and practices, such as those governing archival description. Through the
1980s we have debated whether or not we have an archival theory.35 We now
need to follow the librarians' lead and define what it is that an archivist needs to
know, studying what archivists do in the workplace, and considering in a more
systematic fashion what employers want archivists to know. This is an especial-
ly important task if the archival profession really wants to have "standards" and
if it expects to be able to cope with a rapidly changing society that is driven in
part by increasingly sophisticated uses of information technology. Promoting
the archival mission requires, as much as anything, a firm sense of what
archival knowledge and competencies are required to identify, preserve, and
make available for use records of enduring value. Terms such as "art" or "sub-
jective" hardly characterize all of the archivist's work, and their use is often an
excuse for not developing the precise tools and procedures we need.
Certification has given us an opportunity to define archival knowledge and
competencies, but research (and dissemination of that research), stronger gradu-
ate education programs, and a financially stronger national professional
association with resources to commit to such work are also required if we
expect any harvest. Abbott's notion of knowledge as the currency of competi-
tion and Winter's metascience come to mind here when considering such
archival issues and the strengthening of educational programs.

Finally, the archival profession needs to consider the accreditation of gradu-
ate education programs. Archivists have debated placement of these programs
and, to a lesser extent, the content of archival course work, but they have dealt
less directly with the issue of their quality and effectiveness. The present library
school accreditation program standards (now under review) exist "to identify
the indispensable components of good library education" as well as to be "suffi-
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ciently flexible to allow for future developments" 36 There appears to be a wide
range of opinions in the library community regarding the value of the accredita-
tion program. Nevertheless, the existence of such standards has provided
librarianship with a base for evaluating educational programs, faculty, students,
and a myriad of other issues and concerns of vital importance to that
profession.37 Although the archival profession has new graduate education
guidelines, these are completely voluntary and unregulated. They still tend
toward the lowest common denominator of existing programs rather than focus-
ing on what such programs should be in order to educate better new archivists.
A program of accreditation for educational programs that meet higher standards
could strengthen the archival profession.

Conclusion

Both the Abbott and Winter books reveal significant evidence about the
stresses and fluidity of professions, suggesting why archivists should keep
abreast of such studies. In fact, both should remind archivists that probably no
profession is destined to last forever. Although I have a great love for my pro-
fession, I am more interested in seeing that its mission to identify, to preserve,
and to make available records of enduring value remains present in our society.
Whether that mission is carried out by the archival profession or incorporated
into one or more other professions is an issue that is of less importance to me. I
am absolutely convinced, however, that for the mission to survive we must now
work to strengthen the profession. Remembering that we are competing in a
large system of professions and that we have some potential advantages in this
competition should help us to understand the continuing immensity of our task.
Strong archival institutions, on which we all so readily and naturally fix our
attention, will more likely be possible when there is a dynamic archival profes-
sion to support them. I think that message comes through an applied reading of
the Abbott and Winter studies.
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