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ABSTRACT: Media of communication, particularly material media, are seen by
some as the main factor of an increasing cultural integration towards Marshall
McLuhan's global village, and by others as the core component of a common
supra-national and supra-ethnical culture. Archivists in North America have
tended to act from within their own culture, and to reject the idea of a universal
body of knowledge, on the grounds that records are unique expressions of
unique societies. Will they be able to cope with the global record of a very close
future without the support of a global conceptual underpinning? This article
maintains that, albeit unrecognized by many, a common body of theoretical and
methodological archival knowledge has existed for a long time and has guided
the practices of archival professionals everywhere, and that such body of
knowledge rests on the universal nature of records, a nature that will allow
archivists to cope with the challenges presented by the new global forms of
communication.
This article is a revision of the Plenary Address given by the author at the
Midwest Archives Conference Meeting, October 14-16, 1993, in Davenport,
Iowa.
In 1951, Harold Innis, precursor and inspirer of Marshall McLuhan, wrote:
"A medium of communication has an important influence on the dissemination of knowledge over space and over time and it becomes necessary to
study its characteristics in order to appraise its influence in its cultural setting."'
The term "medium of communication" included a large number of entities,
which Innis distinguished in two categories, those presenting a "bias of space"
and those reflecting a "bias of time." Examples of the former category were
roads and canals, as means of extending control over territories; and examples
of the latter were institutions, as means of exercising control over some specific
interest, form of knowledge, or commodity.
Innis believed that, among all media of communication, the material media
have the most influence on their own content: clay tablets could not contain
much information and could not be easily disseminated, but their physical
endurance made their content lasting and provided them with a bias of time; on
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the other hand, paper is fragile and its life-span is relatively short, but its easy
transmission and distribution make its contents widely known and provide it
with a bias of space.
Innis also believed that material media have a formative influence on concepts and on the human psyche: thus, for example, technological innovations
have altered the balance between time and space in favor of space, and imposed
linear patterns of thought. 2 Innis might have gone one step further by suggesting
that new technologies could change or undo what the previous technologies had
done. But it was Marshall McLuhan who first proposed it. 3
In his introduction to Innis' The Bias of Communication, McLuhan remarked
that Innis "had hit upon the means of using history as the physicist uses the
cloud chamber. By bouncing the unknown form against known forms, he discovered the nature of new or little known form." 4 This methodological discovery resulted from Innis' ability to understand structure and to distinguish form
from content, an ability shared by McLuhan who, however, later proceeded to
reintegrate the two in his expression the medium is the message, meaning that
"content itself should be thought of as form, the content of any medium being
always another medium." 5
McLuhan took from Innis the profound belief that the world is shaped by
communication media, but he extended their influence beyond specific cultural
settings. His metaphor of the global village refers to more than the interdependent modern world, as it implicitly argues that world events are all related to
communication systems.6 If this is true, that is, if systems of communicationand, within them, media of communication-structure the world, and the causes
and effects of their changes are not national or continental, but world-wide, then
they also determine the way in which people perceive the world. This runs
counter to the idea that culture, in its most inclusive meaning, shapes the way in
which people perceive the world, their "world-view."
People's World-Views
A people's world-view can be seen as an entity "composed of two interrelated parts: first, the notion of how the world is structured, of how its parts have
been fashioned into a cohesive whole; and second, a set of rules by which that
structure is set into motion" and of ideas on "how that motion can be controlled
and directed." 7 How can systems of communication be so powerful to overcome
the immense distance among the world-views of culturally different peoples?
For example, we know that time is one of the core elements of communication,
but the concept of time, which is a determinant of the entire system of relationships of a people, is culturally bound, and cannot be artificially unified. To
illustrate this point, three specific and diverse peoples are examined: Canadian
Native Indians, Chinese, and Western Europeans.
To Native Indians time is cyclical and so is causality. The events of the past
directly affect the present and the future. Human beings are part of an interacting continuum including animals and spirits. These can influence the course of
events in terms of their interrelationships with human beings. 8 In Native societies, "problem analysis is contextual and experiential rather than rational."
Decision making consists of a dialogue in which dissent is respected, and the
debate continues until consensus is reached. The decision itself and the action
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following it depend on the specific time and place in which the issue arises, and
do not bind those who remain in disagreement. Thus, the chief functions primarily as a mediator, and the status quo tends to prevail. 9 Eric Colvin believes
that to call the Native system "non-legal" or "pre-legal" is a mistake. In fact, if
"a legal system is defined...as union of primary rules of substantive obligation
and secondary rules of procedure, the conditions for its existence can be met
The authority of rules can be accepted without
within a system of mediation ....
their necessarily determining the outcome of a dispute."' 0
In the Native legal system, oral information is trustworthy if its context of
transmission is trustworthy. "The formal telling of the 'oral tradition' in the
feast, together with the display of crests and the performance of songs, witnessed and confirmed by the chiefs of other Houses, constitute not only the official history of the House, but also the evidence of its title to its territory and the
legitimacy of its authority over it...They represent also its spirit power."" In
fact, traditional Native societies are holistic: they do not separate spirituality
from other aspects of life, and believe that human beings can be affected by
events in the past, present and future. Also their notion of space is flexible, and
their forms of communication are multi-sensual.' 2
The Chinese concept of time is plural, and characterized by a succession of
times. It reflects Chinese social organization and its interest in hierarchy and
stability, as well as the Chinese concept of space, which has been adapted
through collective collaboration and experience to social life. In the cultural
context, continuity in time and unity in space have been favored by the Chinese
language. In it, each word is immutable, no matter how it is used: the tense of
verbs and number of nouns are revealed by the context of the phrase. With this
characteristic remaining stable, Chinese language has really taken two very different forms: a colloquial form, which is subject to constant phonetic change,
and a written form, which has crystallized in an established grammar and
vocabulary, widely different from the colloquial ones. The domination of the
classical form of written language has prevented the emergence of regional
styles and types of writings, and assured the preservation of a means of communication equally accessible to every literate Chinese.' 3
Although the Chinese have made very little use of logical methods, no people
have tried harder and more consistently to achieve balance and harmony, and to
reduce all phenomena under sets of orderly, all inclusive schemes. The Chinese
have constantly attempted to divide both the human and the physical worlds
into a number of fixed categories, and to classify each entity under one of them.
This "categorical" thinking made them disregard the use of the empirical
method of observation and fail to produce noticeable results in the natural sciences.
Governmental and administrative activity have always been considered by
the Chinese the highest plane of human endeavor. The official law has operated
solely in a vertical direction, from the state upon the individual, and never horizontally between individuals. Government has tended to function separately
from the legal system. The Chinese Empire looked upon itself as the universe,
conceived as composed of concentric circles becoming more and more barbarous the further they were from the Chinese core. Interestingly, the bureaucracy of contemporary China-writes Etienne Balazs-"re-creates many of the
patterns of thought and organization belonging to the old Chinese scholar-offi-
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cials, beginning with intolerance and the single-party system, continuing
through monopoly of public opinion, education, and foreign trade, and ending
with collective responsibility...worship of discipline...," the whole set of
Confucianist virtues and of its non-religious, rationalist outlook, conformist and
traditionalist. 4 This outlook inspired through the centuries the Chinese approach
to records creation and maintenance, which could be described as one of infinite
care, accuracy, and respect for form, structure, and hierarchy, as well as for permanence and inviolability.
Balazs also pointed out that a glance at the social structure of China would be
sufficient to notice a curious reciprocity with Western Europe: "Everything convex on one side is concave on the other. One is almost tempted to speak of a
European Yang and a corresponding Chinese Yin."'"
In European societies, causality is viewed as direct and linear. Time moves
forward, has a capacity for infinite extension and for very limited adaptation.
The Western world-view sees the essential and primary interactions as being
those taking place in a horizontal plane between human beings. The Western
European world is often described as an industrialized society, characterized by
competitive capitalism, liberal and democratic leanings, and a structure based
on free labor and a technology resulting from a science of nature that uses
mechanical, mathematical, and experimental methods. The European civilization is usually defined as "rationalistic, individualistic, and nationalistic," with
features inherited partly from the Mediterranean city-states, and partly from the
enlightened despotism.' 6 Most European societies have lived for a long time in a
predominantly literate and visually oriented culture, and their courts reflect this
focus by their dependence upon written proof and eyewitness testimony.' 7
Western European societies are impatient and competitive: they seldom take
the time to reach consensus. In their distinctive "mode of legal reasoning, the
primary criteria for decision making are fixed and abstract rules. The participation of the parties therefore focuses on argument with respect to the interpretation and application of those rules."' 8
How can the Western European world-view encounter and share the Native
Indian holistic approach to life, its contextually variable notions of time and
space, its all pervasive spirituality, which affects and is affected by events both
in the past and in the future, and communicates and interacts with animals and
spirits, in a continuum taking multisensorial forms? And how can both worldviews, the European and the Native Indian, encounter and share the unchanging
character of the Chinese world-view, the permanence of its bureaucracy, the
perenniality of its virtues, the vertical (top-down, bottom up) direction of its
communication, its conformist inflexible outlook?
They cannot, just like oral tradition (the Native Indian administrative memory), written facts and acts (the Western European administrative memory), and
copies of written actions (the Chinese administrative memory) cannot serve
their purposes other than within the world-view of which each is product and
residue. Thus, in Native Indian society, new oral traditions constantly replace
the obsolete ones, which sink into oblivion and die peacefully, allowing the system's memory to remain young, always in the belief that it is old. Thus, in
Western European societies, written facts and acts do not die as peacefully, but
retain their life in archives and "can be resurrected to inform, impress or mystify future generations."' '9 And as well, in Chinese society, the perpetual re-copy-
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ing of written testimonials of actions sustain the continuity that constitutes the
most significant feature of that system.
Nevertheless, in the unified world we are moving towards, these distinct societies will be pulsating with the same rhythm. We are already witnessing a convergence in developments such as we have never seen before. In China, in the
past few decades, there has been a "movement to discard the classical language
in favor of a more flexible form of literary expression modelled closely on the
grammar and vocabulary of the spoken language." 20 Aboriginal people (an
increasingly prevailing term for Native Indians) have begun communicating in
writing to support cultural self-determination, to provide their children with
educational resources, to afford the community control over outside research
into itself, and to pursue self-government in a positive way. And Western
European societies, mesmerized by electronic communication, become again,
after a thousand years, action oriented.2' The self-evident reason is that electronic communication.has changed the system base of laws, forms, and events. As
Frank Upward sharply explains, law is uncertain "because forms are embryonic
and the capacity to capture events is questionable. Forms are embryonic
because the legal requirements are not there and the nature of electronic transactionality is not properly understood. Events are not suitably captured because
new forms
of recordkeeping have not stabilized and regulation is imprecise or
22
absent.
This increasing convergence of different societies, undoubtedly related to
communication-in the all inclusive sense given to the word by Innis-reveals
itself in the context of the record, and is determining the development of a
shared world-view that does not replace the pre-existent ones, but attempts to
live with them in a relation of complementarity and continuity.
Confronted with these new, global developments, what is the archivist to do?
Withdraw in his or her own cultural environment and cultivate the memorials of
past actions and events? Or rather, attempt to understand the new ways in which
the world communicates and the material media of this communication, the new
shared,global, universal record? How can he or she do it?
The Concept of Record
It is true that we can understand only what we already know, but Innis
reminded us of a simple method of knowing what we have never encountered
before, of discovering the nature of things new or little known: by bouncing
unknown forms against known forms we should be able to see the familiar in
what is unfamiliar. What is it that all archivists know? What is the form most
familiar to them? They know what a record is, at least in a literate society. It
might be argued, on the basis of evidence presented by Clancy 23 and others, that
there is a large measure of continuity between non-literate and literate societies,
and therefore between oral and written records, and this continuity might be
seen as functional equivalence. If so, there would be no conceptual difference
between an oral tradition and a written record. Moreover, oral memory is very
similar to a specific type of written memory, the electronic one, in two fundamental ways. First, all the contents of each are stored and communicated in the
same extrinsic form, a form that does not allow for an immediate and easy identification of the nature and purpose of the message preserved and/or conveyed.
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Second, the preservation of both oral and electronic memory depends on proactive effort, on systematic migration from one carrier to another, on periodic
reshaping of the information in contemporarily intelligible formats, on the presence of circumstantial guarantees of trustworthiness in the creation and transmission processes, on the existence of external evidence for support and authentication, and on continuous elimination of the redundant and the superfluous.
Indeed, it might be concluded that written and oral records are so conceptually
close, that any archivist who can identify the one can certainly understand the
other.
North American archivists have defined records in two ways. One way is
"recorded information, '24 that is, a message set down in a more or less fixed
form on some kind of carrier. The intent to convey the message, to keep it for
later recall, is revealed by the fact that it is recorded. The other way is by
Schellenberg's words: "all books, papers, maps, photographs, or other documentary materials, regardless of physical form or characteristics, made or
received by any public or private institution in pursuance of its legal obligations
or in connection with the transaction of its proper business and preserved or
appropriate for preservation by that institution or its legitimate successor as
evidence of its functions, policies, decisions, procedures, operations, or other25
activities or because of the informational value of the data contained therein.
This definition begins by saying that records comprise all documents of whatever type and form (also documents are defined as recorded information in
North American archival glossaries). However, it proceeds to point out that,
while all records are necessarily documents, not all documents are records, but
only those created in the course of the conduct of affairs and preserved.
Thus, Schellenberg's definition can be simply restated as follows: records are
"document(s) created or received and maintained by an agency, organization, or
individual in pursuance of legal obligations or in the transaction of business."
This definition, taken from the most recent American glossary, 26 is virtually
identical to the definition of archival documents provided by most European
and, lately, Australian theorists,27and this means that records share all the characteristics of archival documents.
Therefore, both records and archival documents have a special relationship
with their creator and its context, and must be examined in such context; a special relationship with the actions and transactions they are meant to carry out or
provide evidence of, and must be understood through them; and, a special relationship with the documents in the same information system, and must be analyzed in their documentary context. As a consequence of all this, every recordor archival document-has a carrier, an intellectual form, a content, persons
involved in its creation (author, writer or originator, addressee, creator of the
aggregation in which the record belongs), and effects related
to the action in
28
which the record participated and to the will of its author.
Can the definition of records, as known to archivists and dissected above,
help us to understand the new forms of communication that are irreversibly
transforming our self-contained cultural worlds in McLuhan's global village,
and to acquire control over all the various transitory forms leading to the global
and universal record that are generated by the struggle of cultural interaction?
The definition of records presented above is certainly true, because it refers to
actual qualities and components of the record. However, more than one defini-
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tion of the same entity may be true, if such definitions are framed for different
purposes, and this means that, in each given context, one definition is truer than
another. Thus, each given definition, in order to be useful, must not only be
true, but also be suitable in the context in which it is formulated, that derives
from the purpose for which the definition is intended. Considering this, the
question we need to ask is: how well does the definition of records discussed
above suit its context, that is, its purpose?
What is the purpose for which archivists define records? Generally speaking,
they define records in order to be able to recognize them in the vast array of
types of information, and to treat them according to their nature, so that their
essential qualities will be preserved together with their authenticity and their
capacity to convey the message they carry with them. Within such general purpose, archivists' specific-even if unspoken-purpose, is to treat records as
their "known entity" against which they can bounce the unknown entities they
must understand by analogy.
Given these purposes, what is then the context of the definition of records
that archivists have framed? Certainly not one that is bound to culture or tradition, because a definition formulated in such type of context would only guide
them to the recognition of unknown entities within the same context, while the
entities archivists have to understand belong to different world-views evolving
towards a global interdependent culture, at least with respect to the communication system it will share. Thus, the context in which the definition must be true
is one that is relevant to every culture without being dependent on any, one that
can be used by every culture without becoming its own unique product: a theoretical context.
The Context of the Concept of Record
What is theory? In his book Archival Theory, Records, and the Public, Trevor
Livelton identifies three types of theory: theory as hypothesis, theory as a programmatic scheme of ideas, and theory as an explanatory scheme of ideas.29 He
believes that archivists have used theory in three different ways. The first way is
programmatic and relates the term archival theory to the archivists' thinking
about their work for the purpose of ultimately improving archival practice. This
way of using the term makes it synonymous with thought, tends to create an
artificial dichotomy between thinking and doing, and does not allow for a useful
identification of different kinds of thought. The second way also is programmatic and relates the term archival theory to the overall purpose and meaning of
archival work, and to the identity of archivists. Its aim is to direct archival
thought and archival work as one integrated whole. The third way is explanatory and refers the term archival theory to ideas that illustrate the facts available
to archivists for understanding their field.
To Livelton, the most useful way to see and use theory is as a scheme of
ideas, whether programmatic or explanatory, as an "organized conceptual
knowledge resulting from the analysis of basic archival ideas." In this definition
of theory, "analysis" involves examining the meaning and character of an idea,
and "basic archival ideas" are those concerning the nature of the material
archivists deal with, records that is-or archival documents. These ideas are
basic because other ideas are based on them, so that "archival theory as a whole
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can be characterized overall within a logical framework of ideas and their relations." '30 These ideas and their relations are instrumentalized by methodology,
that draws them from their level of abstraction and directs them "towards concrete results in the world, just as a janus-faced intermediary between what at
'3
times seems the two solitudes of the theorist and the practitioner." '
Nevertheless, Livelton does not dismiss archival theory as hypothesis or speculation, because the development of theory assumes the existence of a starting
point and a progression from it to organized knowledge. He insists, however,
that hypotheses, speculations, and intuitions must be brought into the light, analyzed, and developed in order to build knowledge.
Viewing archival theory as conceptual knowledge allows one to distinguish
it from other types of archival knowledge, such as scholarly and empirical
knowledge. It also allows one to consider the programmatic and explanatory
approaches mentioned earlier as two aspects of a unified approach, brought
together by their equal subordination to the overall mission of the archival work
and the archival profession. Moreover, viewing archival theory as self-conscious analysis of ideas is useful to archivists' work and to the development of
their thinking. Such analysis can make us discover "the way in which we have
unwittingly allowed our (cultural) environment to shape our ideas, and then to
judge whether that shape is truly fitting. Analysis itself, or the habit of mind that
it may engender, can also guard against easy acceptance of habitual or supposedly self-evident notions, while at the same time opening up and clarifying
alternative views....In exploring alternative views, we can discover new possi'32
bilities, different potential directions in which we might travel.
The latter statement relates directly to the reason for which the meaning and
nature of archival theory have been introduced: the definition of records and its
usefulness for understanding the new media of communication, the shared,
global record of tomorrow.
Testing the Concept of Record Against People's World-Views
The definition of records, as formulated by archivists in the context of
archival theory, has been examined on the assumption that, being fully independent of specific cultural contexts, it should be powerful enough to be universally
applicable and capable of revealing the record substance of unknown communication media. This assumption can be tested now by applying that definition to
communication media generated in societies having very different, possibly
irreconcilable world-views, such as the ones described earlier. In consideration
of the fact that the definition in question was developed in a Western society
that shared much of the cultural framework of Western Europe, and given the
parallelism existent between such definition and the European concept of
archival document, it is already known that the theoretical concept of records
applies to the communication media of Western Europe, therefore the test will
be conducted only with respect to the communication media of Aboriginal and
Chinese societies.
In Aboriginal societies, the term "oral tradition" refers both to the acts of
remembering and transmitting orally, and to the object of remembrance and
transmittal. This object has both an informational content and an intellectual
form which are perceived aurally, sustained mnemonically, recited orally, and
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by recitation passed on to subsequent remembrancers. Aboriginal oral traditions
are created and preserved to transmit, from generation to generation, laws, territorial titles and allotments, hereditary privileges, socio-cultural and spiritual
customs and values, family and tribal histories, and stories of creation and
momentous natural and supernatural events.33 Is it possible to refer to
Aboriginal oral traditions as to the Aboriginal records? Do these traditions fit
the concept expressed by the definition archival theory provides?
The concept posits that, to have records, we must have information (i.e. an
understandable message) conveyed (i.e. created and used) as part of purposeful
activity, in the pursuit of practical ends, as byproduct of such activity.
Furthermore, this information is stored and deemed worthy of retention by its
creator for its own future reference. Finally, record material, is strictly related to
its context of creation and preservation.
The Aboriginal, or Native Indian, context has been described as holistic: it
does not separate spirituality from other aspects of life; transactions with animals, fishes, and spirits are more important for carrying out daily business than
those with human beings; and survival depends on the ability to adapt to changing circumstances while maintaining one's own identity. Oral tradition is an
integral, active, and vital part of the pursuance of these practical ends. If passed
on and received in a sacred ceremony, the information and evidence transmitted
are sacred, authentic, and trustworthy. The remembrancer is no different from
any medium of communication, and its storage function is as reliable as that of
any other medium. It might be objected that this "human storage" periodically
drops some information from its memory while adding some more. It certainly
does, because it needs to, for adaptation and survival. This is what authentic and
reliable evidence is to aboriginal societies: a fixed intellectual form with a content slightly changing over the centuries, yet probably more permanent than
Western European records, and certainly with a "bias of time" with respect to
them-to use Innis's concept.
Thus, Aboriginal oral traditions fit perfectly the definition of records, that is,
they do as long as they remain oral. The moment in which they are recorded by
members or for the purposes of other societies on material media, extracted
from their proper carrier and information context, and frozen as to their contents, oral traditions lose their record nature and become a record of how the
other society perceives Native Indian tradition.
In the Chinese society, the approach to information generated and preserved
as part of societal actions has not changed greatly from the times of Imperial
China, being pervaded by the general Confucianist outlook. Therefore, in order
to test the validity of the theoretical definition of records in the Chinese environment, it is not inappropriate to examine the material created when the
Chinese world-view was at the apex of its distinctiveness, that is, during the
Imperial period.
In Imperial China, scribes used to sit at both sides of the Emperor during his
audiences and in the course of political discussions. They wrote the "Diaries of
Activity and Repose" in the former case, and the "Records of Current
Government" in the latter. Other officials minuted the discussions of the Six
Boards. Periodically, historiography officials compiled the "Daily Records"
assembling together all the decision-making that had occurred each day. Only
insignificant matters were left out. Passages difficult to understand were slightly
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improved. Otherwise, all texts were recorded without alteration. Causal connections and temporal sequence were to be made evident. The content could not be
changed or modified under any circumstance. The compilers were strictly prohibited from expressing their own opinions or praise and blame. Until the completion of the work, they were not permitted to get in touch with people from
outside, as these might have had an interest in influencing them.
When the work was completed, the writings on which the compilation was
based were burned, and the "Daily Records" were safeguarded in metal chests.
At the end of the life of each Emperor, they were used for writing the "Veritable
Records" according to the same type of procedure. Two manuscript copies of
the "Veritable Records" were presented to the new Emperor in a minutely prescribed official ceremony. Then, the first copy was put under seal, initially in
the Grand Secretariat, and later in the Imperial Historical Archives, and was
never taken out again. In fact, it was meant to constitute the fundamental source
for the compilation of the official history of the dynasty by later generations (it
was de facto the only source, as the original records, and even the first generation of copies of them, had been destroyed). The duplicate copy of the
"Veritable Records" was kept for reference for the Emperor and all the Imperial
officers.34
Can the Chinese "Veritable Record" fit the definition of record provided by
archival theory? They are certainly the byproduct of a communication process
that served purposeful activity. While decision-making in Imperial China was
essentially oral, evidence of it had to be provided in a written form and preserved for future reference by its creator or legitimate successor. In its specific
cultural context, the creation and preservation of such evidence was highly reliable: in a country based on respect, humility, docility, obedience, submission,
and subordination, not only a faithful reporting of facts and acts was to be
expected, but also the copying and re-copying over many years could be considered trustworthy. In fact, the magic of the word, and the attitude of pious respect
toward everything that was written made texts sacrosanct in China, and created
the habit of leaving them unaltered. Everyone "was brought up to recite texts by
heart, and had an unconscious and instinctive horror of changing something that
had been said once and for all." Still today, Chinese historians use the art of
quotation to the extreme: the copyist side of the modem Chinese historian is
inseparable from the traditional function of Chinese historians as official compilers of the "Veritable Records." Therefore, the "Veritable Records" do fit the
definition of records of archival theory. 35
Conclusion
If the concept of record developed in the context of archival theory can be
fruitfully used in the context of societies with world-views as diverse as the
Western European, the Canadian Native Indians, and the Chinese, it is possible
to conclude that the initial assumption that such a concept, being divorced from
cultural biases, is universally applicable, is true.
If such concept is universally applicable, then it can be used as the known
entity within a physicist's cloud chamber: archivists can bounce against it all
the unknown forms that are presented to them as "the new communication
media," and seek to understand them by sheer comparison. This process can
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then be repeated with all the other "ideas" that archival theorists have developed
over the centuries by building over the "basic idea" of what a record is. After
all, isn't this what theory is all about? A point of reference, a means for discovery, the common foundation of a profession's knowledge?
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