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"Apple to Extend Discounts on Its Macintosh Personal Computer
to More Colleges." "500 Business Schools Invited to Compete for
$25-Million in IBM Grants." "We Have a Computer System with an
Advanced Degree." "A Powerful New Force for Teaching and
Learning."

These article headlines and advertising slogans from a recent issue
of the Chronicle of Higher Education are clear evidence of the
climate in which all discussions of national information systems for
archives and manuscripts must be placed, a climate in which the
educated user population will be increasingly familiar with and,
consequently, dependent upon, computer applications as a fact of
daily life.'I Already, software packages are available that can teach us
everything from how to speak French to how to prepare for a bar
mitzvah. Computer summer camps are all the rage, and George
Washington University has even developed a service enabling indi-
viduals, simply by dialing a phone number, to receive instruction in
programming in BASIC.

The temptation in such times is to become very agitated and to
succumb to the technological hype that demands automation for
everything as rapidly as possible. This tendency is certainly more of
a reality now than in the late 1960s, when the initial SPINDEX
programs first beckoned archivists toward the lure of automated
archival description and administrative control. Yet the successful
implementation of national information systems for archives and
manuscripts requires much more than the existence of an appro-
priate technology.

For several years the Society of American Archivists' National
Information Systems Task Force (NISTF) played an important role
in the movement toward automation by identifying and defining
data elements and format requirements for archival information
systems and information exchange. NISTF's approach-developing
generally applicable standards, rather than promoting the devel-
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opment of software- and hardware-specific implementations-was
designed to ensure optimum flexibility in a rapidly changing
information environment. Formalized in NISTF's "Data Element
Dictionary" and the USMARC Archival and Manuscripts Control
Format, these standards are an important link between the creation
of descriptive information in the repository and its ultimate utiliza-
tion by users in searchable systems and finding aid products. 2

Applications employing these standards are currently underway;
they range from the Research Libraries Group's nationwide compu-
ter network of information about the holdings of research libraries-
RLIN-to microcomputer applications in individual repositories.
SPINDEX users, still tied to their IBM-based data files, will be
served by a program developed at the State Historical Society of
Wisconsin, which converts SPINDEX records into MARC-compati-
ble ones with a minimum of manual editing.

Into this context of burgeoning technology steps the archives user.
And, more often than not, discussion of national information sys-
tems involving the exchange of data between institutions implies a
user community composed of individuals seeking information about
the holdings of more than one institution, probably in geograph-
ically scattered areas. These prototype users would presumably wel-
come the advent of national, user-friendly systems with telecom-
munications links between institutions as a means of facilitating
their research, regardless of the topic. No longer would researchers
have to wade through the multiple volumes of the National Union
Catalog of Manuscript Collections (NUCMC), spend countless
hours sifting through endless subject guides, or even browse around
reference shelves and stacks. Even if telecommunications and
computer-based, searchable systems were not a reality, it is assumed
that the adoption of consistent standards would mean a general
uniformity in finding aids and hence greater ease of research use.

The ultimate success of national information systems for archives
and manuscripts will depend on a much wider range of variables
than the simple adoption of data element definitions, the new
MARC format, or the development of RLIN. For the bottom line of
any system, be it the most clumsy and cumbersome, is information
and how that information reaches and influences its users. No
system is effective if no one knows it exists, and no system for
exchanging information is necessary if no one perceives a compel-
ling reason to exchange.

Illustrations of problems relating to researcher awareness and use
of archival finding aids and information systems can be drawn from
an examination of three comparatively different works selected at
random from the author's general reading: Lucy Dawidowicz's The
War Against the Jews, 1933-1945, Ruth Rosen's The Lost Sister-



NATIONAL INFORMATION SYSTEM 7

hood: Prostitution in America, 1900-1918, and Colin Fletcher's The
Man From the Cave.3 Although they are on different subjects-the
Holocaust, prostitutes in the Progressive era, and the life of a recluse
who lived in a Nevada cave-the three share several characteristics.
They were written by American authors working largely in Ameri-
can libraries and archives. Each work is historical in nature and
utilizes archives and manuscripts from more than one repository.
And each appears to have been initiated because its author was
interested in documenting some particular historical topic regard-
less of the availability of source materials, although Rosen and
Dawidowicz were certainly aware, from prior research, of the
general existence of the types of materials they needed to use.

Dawidowicz relied heavily on archives located in New York City-
the YIVO Institute for Jewish Research, the Leo Baeck Institute, and
others-as well as some materials from foreign repositories. She
decided, however, because of their bulk, not to use the National
Archives' holdings of captured German records, except those that
had appeared in published form. Because of her focus on the hold-
ings of a few institutions in the New York City area, which not only
held the primary materials needed for her research but also were
geographically accessible-Dawidowicz lived and taught in New
York-her need for a national information system involving institu-
tional exchange was lessened. In Dawidowicz's case, access to
information about holdings in institutions outside New York City
would probably not have had much impact on her final product.
Her need for institutionally-generated finding aids remained, how-
ever. A related point of reflection might be what effect English
language-based descriptive systems would have on facilitating
research in materials that are both written and described in non-
English tongues. Another might be to what extent a nationally-
based American system facilitates access to materials that are not
located in the United States but are nevertheless needed by our
nation's researchers.

Ruth Rosen, who relied heavily on printed materials,.confined
her archival research to two repositories: the Bancroft Library at the
University of California and the Schlesinger Library at Radcliffe
College. Since Rosen teaches in California, her use of materials in
the Bancroft is understandable, and the Schlesinger houses the
primary sources used in her earlier work, The Maimie Papers.4
Questionable, however, is her apparent assumption that most
unpublished sources are housed in these two repositories.

A cursory examination of the index and contents of Andrea Hin-
ding's Women's History Sources shows that there are many addi-
tional sources relating to prostitution in the period Rosen was
studying. 5 In California alone, for example, there are records at the
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National Archives branch at Laguna Niguel from the Arizona Terri-
torial Court containing materials on prostitution; police records,
including arrest records, in the Riverside City Archives; and U.S.
District Court records for the Northern District of California at the
NARS San Bruno branch, containing materials on Chinese prosti-
tutes. Outside of California one could look to the records of the
American Social Health Association in the Social Welfare History
Archives at the University of Minnesota, or to countless records at
the National Archives in Washington, D.C., including military,
Surgeon General, and Public Health Service files.

This is not to say that Rosen's conclusions or her use of the sources
that she consulted were in error. For example, her analysis of munici-
pal vice commission reports provides an establishment perspective
in the same way that The Maimie Papers provided the prostitute's
perspective. The interesting point, from the perspective of this arti-
cle, is that Rosen's selection of archives and manuscript materials
does not appear to have been based on a systematic search of the
available national finding aids. She does not say that she examined
other materials and found them to be lacking in useful information
or that materials in repositories other than the Bancroft or the
Schlesinger could not be studied due to the exigencies of time.

Lack of awareness of major guides, finding aids, and, conse-
quently, resources may be a problem that is all too typical. A recent
conversation with another academically trained historian, an Ameri-
can specialist in 19th century French history who is teaching Ameri-
can students in an American university, showed that that individual
had never heard of NUCMC. An independent researcher from San
Francisco, who had used his own funds for a trip to Washington to
study World War II materials at the National Archives, was both
pleased and dismayed to learn of the NARS branch in San Bruno. An
American historian whose research was focused on upstate New
York, a professor at a leading university and editor of one of the
historical profession's most respected journals, had never heard of
the New York Historical Resources Center's guides to historical
records in the counties of that state.6 The list could go on and on.

The case of Colin Fletcher is perhaps the most interesting of the
three. On a whim, he decided to attempt to unravel the life story of a
man who lived in a cave, a site discovered by Fletcher while hiking in
Nevada in 1968. Starting with the handicap of not even knowing his
subject's name, Fletcher's determination to trace the identity of this
unknown individual resulted in one of the most fascinating histori-
cal detective stories ever written. On a search that took him from
county courthouses to cemeteries, from the National Archives to the
California desert, Fletcher relied on his intuition, the advice of
researcher friends, and the assistance of NARS staff members to find
his man.
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Would national information systems have helped Fletcher? Cer-
tainly ready access to archival and public records information would
have made his task easier, but where would have been the exciting
search that resulted in this book? Fletcher's discovery in the re-
corder's office in Riverside, California, is a case in point. Examining
a ledger of mining claims, he suddenly connects the pieces, and
realizes that the name he is looking at is the name of his man: "I
stood there in front of the ledger, staring down at the two adjacent
names that now shrieked up at me from the white page. I stood there,
back still bent, breath blocked, heart sledgehammering. And in that
first moment, even before I read the notation 'Mining Claim Deed,' I
knew that 'Anthony W. Simmons' must after all be Bill."'7 As Robin
Winks' The Historian as Detective so beautifully demonstrates, it is
the thrill of pursuit, of finding the unknown, that brings the
excitement to research. 8

Sometimes there is a real danger that crucial evidence may be lost.
This was certainly true in Fletcher's case, where his failure to find
certain links in the chain would have spelled disaster for his entire
project. Barbara Tuchman, as well, narrowly missed bypassing a
crucial bit of evidence while doing research for her book Stilwell and
the American Experience in China.9 Tuchman's experience, as de-
scribed in her essay, "The Houses of Research," merits recounting.
Working at the New York Public Library, she was examining a
microfilm of the Sentinel, the weekly journal of the 15th Infantry
stationed in Tientsiri, to which Stilwell was attached between 1926
and 1929. After scanning the first reel and finding nothing to distin-
guish the paper from a counterpart produced in Kansas, she decided
as a matter of conscience alone to look at the second reel.

There on the first page of the first issue was an article by Major
Stilwell, the regiment's recognized expert on Chinese affairs,
inaugurating a series, no less, on the personalities and issues of
the civil war! His articles continued to appear each week in the
Sentinel for more than a year, providing me with my protago-
nist's own judgment of events at a climactic time in which he
shared. The frightening thing was how close I had come to
missing them altogether. No one among his family or former
colleagues of the 15th Infantry had mentioned to me the exist-
ence of the articles; the originals had not been among his papers;
and the Sentinel was not, of course, indexed in the Periodical
Guide. With no clue to their existence, I might never have found
them, which would have been a serious omission for Stilwell's
biographer. This is the kind of thing that makes one shiver to
think of what else one may be missing.'0

These examples of research experience, both clearly articulated
and inferred, are intended not only to demonstrate the wide variety
of research strategies evinced in contemporary historical writing,
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but to indicate that no national information system or systems is
going to be a panacea for the archives and research communities.
Researchers will continue to be governed by a wide variety of
motives. Some will welcome the chance to develop a broader base of
possible research options, while others will continue to use re-
sources on a limited scale in particular geographical areas. Others,
no doubt, will remain frustrated by the lack of specific detail in
descriptions. But the group that we should be most concerned about
are those who aren't aware that the resources exist at all, like the man
from San Francisco, the French historian, and the editor of the
professional journal, who had never heard of San Bruno, NUCMC,
or the New York county guides. They may be amateurs, profession-
als, genealogists, or whoever the potential users of archives and
manuscripts are these days, but they are the audience we must reach
with our information systems, no matter what shape or form they
might take.

If there is a danger of failure at this point, as there may well be,
what is its source? Nearly twenty years ago, the late Walter Rundell,
Jr., began his study of historical research and training in the United
States under the auspices of the National Historical Publications
Commission. Published in 1970, In Pursuit of American History
was based on structured oral interviews and questionnaires involv-
ing academic historians, graduate students, archivists, and librari-
ans throughout the United States. Calling for closer cooperation
between historians and archivists in such areas as methodological
training of graduate students and preparation of finding aids, Run-
dell's analysis suggested the need for development of a solid ground-
ing in historical research techniques, including bibliographic
skills, among the history students of the nation. Although he advo-
cated the use of computers for archival description, he cautioned
that "those who expect that in the future machines will do all the
bibliographic grubbing for historians must realize that someone has
to know what should be fed into the computers.""

Yet how are we to know what each researcher needs in order to
successfully achieve his or her research goals? The needs of a Colin
Fletcher seeking the identity of a single unknown individual are
vastly different from the needs of a Ruth Rosen trying to document
both public attitudes toward, and the private lives of, an entire
group of people. Rosen, for example, could rely heavily on pub-
lished materials. Fletcher could not. A genealogist's information
needs are vastly different from those of a historian writing on Soviet-
American relations, and the genealogist's computer skills may be
much more highly developed than those of his or her historian
colleague, let alone those of the archivist trying to serve their mutual
research needs. We as archivists make value judgments about which
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user community to serve and how. Too often these judgments are
based on our own subjective ideas about who our users ought to be,
how they ought to approach our holdings, and what skills and
knowledge they ought to bring to the task.

The continued production of traditional, hierarchically-based
inventories lacking even basic subject or proper name access and
control has greatly limited their utility for many users, if those users
even know of their existence. Those who prepare finding aids too
often assume that descriptions reflecting the records' provenance
provide sufficient intellectual access points for their users. Yet does it
make any sense to expect researchers to read through a 150 or 200
page inventory to find specific subject or name references when an
index to the finding aid might have been created? Might we not, in
some cases, dispense with the inventory altogether? Could archivists
not drastically reduce the time they need to respond to reference
requests by constructing information systems that relate to user
needs rather than those that reflect traditional practices of doubtful
utility for archivist and researcher alike?

As Walter Rundell observed nearly twenty years ago, the impres-
sion given is that finding aids are constructed with little attention
being paid to the questions that researchers ask of the records.
Moreover, adherence to these traditional concepts, both of the
nature of the user community and the structure of descriptive tools,
has been accompanied by comparative neglect of new user consti-
tuencies and their information needs.

In light of this it is heartening to note efforts currently underway
that are attempting to deal with this problem. One interesting
beginning is the publication, Identification of the Historical
Records of County Government in California. Prepared by the
California State Archives and the California Historical Records
Educational and Consultant Service with funding from the National
Historical Publications and Records Commission, this volume seeks
to identify the most common types of records that occur throughout
all of the county governments of California. Information on the
records' content and arrangement is provided, but the most interest-
ing aspect of the guide is its inclusion of information on research
uses for the material. These range from short blurbs to a page and a
half devoted to a discussion of the varied uses of court records. The
entry for Recorder's Office Pre-emption Claim Files is accompan-
ied, for example, by the following note: "Source for study of land
ownership and impact of federal laws on patterns of settlement,
mobility, and county development." Although some refinement is
certainly needed, this is a useful attempt to serve the user community
that is not found in more traditionally structured guides and finding
aids. 12
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It is clear that if current developments in the area of national
information systems for archives and manuscripts are to take root
and flourish, a number of activities must be undertaken. First the
archival profession as a whole needs to develop a better sense of who
the users of repositories are, who they might be, and how these
individuals are likely to approach the use of archival materials.
Hard statistics and facts are crucial here. If, as recent studies indicate,
many researchers are relying on their predecessors' footnotes rather
than on finding aids to guide them to appropriate primary sources,
there must be a reason. How, for example, are the members of the
various user communities we serve taught to do research in archives
and manuscripts? Perhaps those involved in archival education
need to be concerned as much about this problem as they are about
training the members of the profession. If programs for microcom-
puters can teach us how to speak French and how to cook, why can't
a program teach us how to use archives and manuscripts?

Related to this is the need for current, reliable information about
the state of the art in a wide range of activities relating to the
development and implementation of national information systems.
A centrally located, professionally managed clearinghouse of archi-
val information is long overdue. Such a central clearinghouse could
serve as a conduit for a wide range of products as well as informa-
tion. We sometimes forget that national information systems need
not necessarily imply a nationwide computer network. A good
beginning might simply be the establishment of one central loca-
tion, well-publicized to users of all types, to which they might turn
for copies of guides, registers, inventories, and other finding aids.
The Chadwyck-Healey microfilming project may, to some extent,
serve this need, but it is not designed to perform educational ftnc-
tions or to provide an interface between the archival profession and
the user community in the same way as could a clearinghouse. 3

Third, the profession needs to be realistic about its own limita-
tions and capabilities. The development of national information
systems will do us little good if these systems are employed by only a
minority of institutions; or worse yet, if each individual institution
is called upon to bear alone the rigors of systems analysis, startup,
and implementation. There must be some clear, measurable benefit
to the institution in terms of both time and money if our vision is to
become a reality. We cannot continue to expect the National Endow-
ment for the Humanities, the Department of Education, NHPRC,
and other funding agencies to permanently provide the resources for
this activity. New strategies are needed. Perhaps, for example, it is
time for institutions to start collecting and accessioning less and,
instead, to allocate their staffs to activities involving the implemen-
tation of information systems. A two-year moratorium nationwide
on acquisitions might have a very interesting effect indeed.
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We have reached a new plateau, both in terms of the intellectual
tools and the technology we have available to make national systems
a reality. We now need an assessment of what is required to achieve
this goal. Be it a national clearinghouse or new strategies for market-
ing our wares to users, the profession cannot afford to sit back and
wait for things to work themselves out on their own. Archives-
library cooperation needs to be strengthened, as does archival
awareness of user needs. Only by developing a clear perception of
the present and a plan for the future will we be able to succeed.
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The Society of American Archivists

Basic Manual Series
Series I

Archives & Manuscripts: Appraisal and Accessioning'
Archives & Manuscripts: Arrangement and Description,
Archives & Manuscripts: Reference and Access
Archives & Manuscripts: Security
Archives & Manuscripts: Surveys

Price: $4.00 each to SAA members, $5.00 each to non-members.
Set of five-$16.00 to SAA members, $20.00 to non-members.

Series II

Archives & Manuscripts: Exhibits
Archives & Manuscripts: An Introduction to Automated Access
Archives & Manuscripts: Maps and Architectural Drawings
Archives & Manuscripts: Public Programs
Archives & Manuscripts: Reprography

Price: $5.00 each to SAA members, $7.00 each to non-members.
Set of five-$20.00 to SAA members, $30.00 to non-members.

To order the manuals and obtain a list of all titles published and distributed by
SAA, write the Society of American Archivists, 330 S. Wells, Suite 810, Chicago,
IL 60606.


