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ABSTRACT

The repor investigates South African archival description in order to

idantify a South African standard. It then tests the extant ko which a South Afrtcan
collection can be marked up to the Encodad Archival Description Document Typa

—defntion as a format standard:
The raport uses thaocrstical Merature, published rasaarch adicles and Lhe

Intemalicnal Counctl on Archives' General Infemafional Standard Archival
Description o analyse South Afican dascriptive practices. The archival

description on the MNalional Regisier of Manuscripis is referenced in ihe analysis

of South African archival dagcription. Technleal exts conceming EAD and olhar

standards are referenced lor EAD markup. The inventory of an african National

Congrass collaction, and its colection-ievel description on the National Register
of Maniuscripls, are marked up to the EAD standard.

The mwsaarch idantiies that thare 19 no Soulh African archival description
standard, It suggests a way forward in the establishment of such a standard with
raterence to intamatbonal standards devalapment.
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CHAPTER 1

Over the last three decades, the intemational archival community has

placed increasing importance on the development of standards for archival
description. Description practices and the application of archival theory have
been the subject of debates about the interpretation and application of archival
principles, the development of manuals to provide guidelines in arrangement and
description and the setting of standards to translate description into automated

standards to fuifil their iocai archiv
development has now been extended to international standards with the
publication of The General International Standard Archival Description (ISAD(G))

2nd edition, by the Intemational Council on Archives in 1999."

won et tirArAnt
ne L

al requ

The South African archival community, in contrast, is characterised by a
parochial approach to description, and no attempt has been made to develop
national standards. Years of isolation under the Nationalist Government, the

early years of description debates among overseas archivi

in 1989 that archivists saw standardised description as impossible because
archival materials differ.> Automation, according to Hugo Stibbe, has acted as a
sts’' attitudes.* The development of the Machine-Readable

catalyst in archivi .
Cataloging or MARC format in the United States in the 1970s and 1980s made it

3 Weber, 1989, p511
4 Stibbe, 1992, p110
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possible to electronically encode catalogues for the exchange of data between
organisations. The possibilities for increased access to national holdings

attracted the participation of many in the archival community.

Paper-based systems stch

printed catalogues are the mainstay of archival management in South Africa. The
country’s single most important finding aid’ is the National Archives National
Register of Manuscripts (NAREM). It provides access to inventories of
manuscript collections through the Internet, but does not exploit electronic or

P Ry A‘:Anﬂl aétanAdard hanilA
u 4

descriptive tools fully. The deveiopment of nationai stan
development of electronic finding aids; where there is no standardisation, utility is
lost. The encoding of archival materials requires markup standards, but aiso

Ao b
preceds the

broad agreement on the application of archival principles and descriptive
standards. The release of the Encoded Archival Description Document Type

~AAT TN 7§

Definition (EAD DTD) in 1998 offers a point of departure for South—African
archivists to join international initiatives in examining and reaching agreement on
descriptive standards. The possibilities of creating greater access for the user,
exchanging information with other organisations about holdings and enhancing

the management and control of collections require co-operative initiatives.

The EAD DTD does not explicitly define descriptive standards. The EAD
_DTD is an encoding format for encoding of archival description data and the

maintenance of contextual information. A study of descriptive information used by

numerous archival organisations predicated the EAD DTD design and

development. A process for submissions for changes followed-the publishing-of
the beta version. This gave archivists a voice in the development of the format,
which is a vital part of the development of a standard.

The Working Group on Standards for Archival Description (WGSAD),
appointed by the Society of Amercan Archivists (SAA), reported in 1988
fundamental concepts are key to standards development. The establishment of

(O

5 Harris, 2000, p15
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common ground is a prerequisite as, “successful development and
implementation of standards require co-operation and collaboration among all

affected parties” and “...co-operative efforts usually require consensus on

standard practices and procedures.” As South African archivists move into the

international mainstream archival community, the journey towards a national
standard can be shortened by the intemational experience. Reference to debates
and studies leading to the development of descriptive standards can assist in
finding a fast path through a process that has taken more than 30 years.

The Foundations of Archival Description

The development of descriptive standards is founded on agreement on the

definition and purpose of archival description and the application of archival
theory to descriptive practices. In the 1970s, understanding of the definition and

purpose of archival description was narrow, emphasising controtof the
repository. This changed as finding aids developed and it became more apparent
that description was essential in communicating successfully with the user. The
application of archival theory to description generated debates over different
retations of basic archival principles as the reality of maintaining archives in
the modem organisation clashed with traditional practices. The role of archival

P R

tion became central the contextual information that was
escription pecaimne ceiial e cont as

previously embedded in traditional ~methods of arrangement. Further
requirements for standards were suggested as the purpose of description

extended to “service requirements”, an example being the provision of
understandable information to the user. Description then goes beyond the

ial tn tha identification of activities
] \w AR A IWANW T INTI T waasiwd § ~ W RI Y IR T

representation of the archival ma
surrounding the material.

n “DoCU

7 T r 'fv'ic ciuirements' was used by David Bearman i
34 (Summer 1992), p35
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The changing role of the archivist over the last three decades is evident in
the changing definition of archival description. The first expiicit definition comes
from the SAA in their 1974 glossary, with the definition of archival description as

” f_establishing intellectual control over holdings through the

preparation of finding aids”.* Luciana Duranti traces the embellishment of the

definition from this “product-oriented”
the WGSAD definition, that “archival description is the process of capturing,
collating, analyzing, and organizing any information that serves to identify,
manage, locate, and interpret the holdings of archival institutions and explains

the context and records systems from which those holdings were selected.””

focus® to the process-orientated focus of

Frederic Miler's later dewmmeﬁmﬁnr%n%mmance...

filing structure... relationships with other records and the ways in which they can

i L~

__ be found and used.” Duranti views this last as comprehensive and adds that a

context-centred preliminary definition of the WGSAD adds the final aspect of
escription.’ tro! is no longer the only function of description and the user is

d 1
description." Control |

more central to the definition. The archivist has to fulfil process-oriented

functions, including the management and arrangement of archival materials, and
rstandabie representatio

|

keep product-oriented goals in view, such as the unde
of materials needed by users and the standardised formats for data exchange.

(7]

The 1992 Intemational Councii O i inci

Regarding Archival Descriptions defined the purpose of archival description as

—*_to-identify-and-explain the content and context of archival material in

promote its accessibility.”* Description of contextual information has become

i i [ ' inciples has changed.
more prominent as the interpretation of basic archival princip g

The principle of provenance is 2 recurring theme in modem archival theory.
Initially, the application of the principle of provenance was bound to the

MLM‘MJ—{—AK‘WSFB@WM”S
9 as described by the Working Group for

10 Klaassen(ed.), 1989, p440
11 Miller, 1990, p7 (cited in Durant, 1993)

12104 4 -
'21CA, 1882, p10
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observation of the principle of respect des fonds otherwise known as the pn‘nciple

L e o b ..

of provenance. The definition of this principie in
Terminology, that "...records of the same provenance must not be intermingled
with those of any other provenance"®, provenance being defined as "the agency,
institution, organisation or individual that created, accumulated and maintained
records in the conduct of its business..."*, demanded the discrete arrangement
of papers from a single administrative entity as distinct from other entities and
dictated the basis for arrangement and description.” In the past, administrative
entities had stable intemal structures and functions. Modem administrative
entities are dynamic, their functions and internal structures change. The result is

—that the application-of archival principles is not as clear-cut as it was for archival

practitioners of the past and the relevance of respect des fonds is contested.

o Nmdimrmmin, ~f s I 24
uie wiclvriaty Ui bl

_ The ICA's Commission on Descriptive Standards maintains the

importance of the fonds, but leaves some room for manoeuvring within its use,
ion _..considers the concept of the fonds to be both helpful
encourages national initiatives to determine how in practice the
raditionally, the principle of provenance is
n internal archival unit. This ensures that

and necessary...
concept may best be applied”®. T

applied to arange and describe a
documents created, accumulated or used by a person or organisation during its

vltias . Py i fonds. The parameters of

the fonds are dictated by the identification of the original creator of the records.

f
The principle of provenance is then app d within the fonds. This creates a

practical problem where responsibility fo
ontinuum of records is lost as a new “records

a function is transferred to another

=

organisation or agency, as the ¢

creator’ defines a new fonds.

131CA 1988, p121
14 ICA, 1988, p125
15 Cook, 1993, p2
16ICA, 1992, p10
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The Australian archivist Peter Scott had to devise a method for dealing
with the changing administrative structures
viewed the adherence to the concept of fonds as distorting the application of the
principle of provenance." It was not possible to get a view of the continuum of the
documents for a single administrative function. At first, Scott's ideas were not well
received. However, in 1993, Termy Cook wrote that the fonds should be regarded
as an “intellectual construct”. He added that there were a number of factors, other
than the identification of the creator of records, which led to the choice of fonds.
These include identifying the controling organisation which exercised

administrative control and the nature of the function that is central to the creation

- ofthe documents.”
The Australian Series System, used to preserve, describe and manage

public records, applies provenance by replacing the fonds as the highest ievei

with the record series. The series contains all the records produced for an
administrative function, allowing different records-producing entities to take over

or inherit a function. In order to preserve the continuity between the agencies that
produce the records, agency administrative history, the relationships between
series, and the history of the function are described for context control and

records control.*

In 1993, Cook expressed a view that was gaining hold-in-the-archivalk—————————

community: “For a significant number of personal papers, for the vast majority of
i electronic records... the

__ corporate_and govemment records and for almost al

straightforward relationship between a single creator and a few closed, complete

records simply does not exist. The old physical and conceptual
imple fonds, has, ... become extremely tenuous...” * in
ect des fonds has evolved. The application of the

correlation within the s
short, the principle of resp

17C 8
18 Cook, 1993, p33

19 Cunmngham 1998
20 Cook, 1993, p24-37
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prnciple of provenance takes place within a virtual fonds. This allows continuity
from the original creator to creators that inherit a particular responsibility or

function

As respect des fonds was instrumental in providing a holistic view and
reinforcing the context of the archival items, the evolution of its physical definition

to one of an intellectual definition necessitates very wide-ranging descriptive
techniques to provide the contextual data and maintain the relationships between

records and their creators. Provenance is described and maintained in the
hierarchical structure of the description with additional contextual information for

the control and access of archival items and groupings.

Bearman argued that descriptive techniques that focus primarily on

describing the archival item are inadequate and that the item’s function and
context must be described.? He emphasises that generation of records is a by-
~_product of activity and the activity provides part of the context. The need for

description stretches to the records creator's activities, and to the archivist's
descriotion conceming information about the records-creator

sibiaen ladamih,. Aas~Arntinn concamMINg INTOMTe
1o, luua"y VUCOVI PV v "

should be researched at the time of the records-generating activity. The common
practice is to research this after the acquisition of the materials. An assumption in
the ICA’s Statement of Principles Regarding Archival Description is challenged
by Bearman, that description takes place on completion of arrangement.”

——Activities that affect the material-can-be-described prior to arrangement. Archival

activites may affect the materials after arrangement and after description: the

servation purposes; contextual

may change; items are digitised.

'\r

physical location of items change for pré
information about the records-generating entity
«t extend even further, to the archivist's individual

e A~
U

The boundaries oF COi
cultural context is defined by the collection’s provenance,

context. Fox writes, “...
re, intellectual description centers

or source, rather than by publication data. He

21 Bearman, 1992, p40-45

221CA, 1992 pi13
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on the titie and explanatory notes about such matters as the material’'s origin,
organization, arrangement, scope and content. These are supplied by the
cataloger based on the "interpretation, extraction and interpolation'?. The

archivist interpretation creates context in arrangement and description, and

information about the archivist's decisions assists the user in understandin

SR -

tha
uic

re)
Y

materials within the archivist's context. A case in point is the difference in
arangement done by an archivist who follows the traditional provenance and
respect des fonds approach and one who applies the series system. This has a
material influence on the representation of the material to the user and this

research.

In_Documenting Documentation, Bearman equates description with

documentation and says that documentation of documentation provides the glue

at have to be fulfilled to bring description to the user. He
QVe 0 D02 TSl 10 NG cr dOn 10 uv o, 110

writes, “Articles on the use of archival descriptions noted that user access begins
with the researcher's knowledge of the context in which the activity generating
records took place, but failed to connect this directly to principles for data
content...>”. Bearman brings other activities and standards requirements
ly acts as an
intermediary between a researcher and the catalogued material. “Service

4L

requirements” such as the user's requirement to identify sources has the

implication that description has to be defined in relation to the way that users
query the database of descriptions. This involves a study of users, the sort of
questions they ask, how they use finding aids and the development of a greater
understanding of how description needs to be adapted to fulfil that service

requirement.




The provision of content-based archival descriptions provides the
representation of the material and is a recognised archival activity. The role and

principle of provenance within a virtuai fonds rather than an actuai fonds. Context
is wide-ranging, from those people or organisations that create, aggregate, or
acquire the records to the activities of the archivists, and the users of archives.
The emergence of electronic records has added further demands on context, as
electronic systems need more than descriptions of the archival materials to
manage them. Administrative functions and the service requirements of access
and exchange have different description requirements. The increasing focus on

__the user necessitates a more outward-looking approach from archivists as user

requirements extend to how, why and what the user needs for successful access.

The Development of Descriptive Standards

Early exercises in electronic applications for the encoding of archival
description were dominated by the use and adaptation of bibliographical
Cataloguing methods, which were more advanced than archival methods in
providing an avenue of information exchange between organisations. This
involved the adaptation of archival descriptive content to library cataloguing
requirements and illustrated the differences between archival and bibliographic
requirements. An overriding problem in representing archival description in a

purely bibliographic format, is that the assu ymptions on which library cataloguing
f archival principles and

is based are not readily adaptable to the maintenance 0

fail to provide meaningful representation of archival materials.

Library materials are controlled and described at item level while archival

Materials, arranged into groups, are inter-related to maintain the principle of

Provenance. Library materials such as books are mass-produced, needing only a
single bibliographic entry, while archival collections usually contain numerous

unique i | sonal letters, each needing an individual entry. The
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bibliographic item, such as a book, is an end-product, consciously developed by
____the author and understandable as a discrete item. ltems in a collection are the
by-products of individual's or organisation's activities. Contextual information,

e related activities, is essen
the user. As a discrete item, a book has a complete identity within itself: its
author, title and contents are all readily ascertainable, and these description
elements are meaningful to the user within the bibliographic context. The user of

a manuscript needs contextual information beyond the visible content of the

reater understanding to

iy sides 25

manuscript as it provides oniy a trace of an activity.

In the United States in 1978, the Library of Congress issued Anglo-

ala a4 [~

1€ [HeratiQrla alilall

Library Associations and Institutions was incorporat
received,” as archivists had difficulty in fitting description into the format. Matters
observed that, “Trying to get around the system constraints leads primarily to

()]
(o}
>
>

Creative interpretations”.”

“Creative interpretations” resuited from the standard being set without
reference to the professional users of the standard. Archivists were reduced to
filing in the empty spaces in the input format to satisfy the need to catalogue.

The standards required dWHheqiemlmprescuhedJomais,

compulsory entries, and enforced item classification according to the Dewey
Decim ' onaress classification schedules.’

Archivists had to translate bibliographic descriptive terms into archival

]
o

equivalents to apply AACRZ rules. The bibliographic encoding of a set of

volumes was elevated to register a group of archival materials. Data elements
such as title and author are essential when cataloguing a book but are not

25 Roe, 1990, p147-148

26 Klaassen(ed.), 1989, p446 .
27 Matters, “Reconciling Sibling Rivalry in the AACR 2 Family", 1990, p90

28 Bureau of Canadian Archivists, 1985, p10-11
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necessarily factual, objectivé features in archival description. An archival title may
be derived and relate to the context of a group of items and not the individual
item. An additional limitation in the bibliographic context is that archival holdings

do not aiways catalogue each individual item, but instead describe the materials
as a group. Limited resources and the sheer volume of material make this
summary-level description necessary. Headers that group archival items and
aggregate descriptions then provide the information necessary for the user to
understand and identify relevant material. Contextual information is needed about
the entity that produced the material and the activities affecting the material and
historical background. In contrast, library materials are catalogued once and are
static; changes to library entries are the exception. This cannot be assumed with

archival records where material can be transferred, altered, expanded and re-

add to the description.”

In 1985 the Canadian Working Group on Descriptive Standards analysed

the cataloguing process and concluded, “the library model as it stands does not
completely to archival description” as one of the overriding omissions in the

apply completely to archival

library model is its inability to represent different levels of description.* The
development of electronic encoding of inventories has resulted in greater clarity
of the issues of content and context. Electronic records are unforgiving; their use

rapidly reveals the inconsistencies and missing descriptive content and context.

standards worldwide and in the 1970s and 1980s data exchange added further

impetus to the development of descriptive standards.

American Standards Development
The Universal MARC Format or UNIMARC, developed in the 1970s,
provided a format for machine-readable bibliographic data. In 1973, the Library of




Congress published MARC Format for Manuscripts so archival collections could
be entered into the UNIMARC format. The Format for Manuscripts was not widely
adopted as archivists found it inadequate.® Work towards the development of

standards at the data element level led the Council for the Society of American
Archivists to appoint a National information Systems Task Force (NISTF) in
1977. This body researched finding aids and the data needed for archival
description. NISTF produced a Data Elements Dictionary and sponsored the

Aoy
u

P P s ~f sha ICAMARC Earmat for Archival and Manuscrints Control
eveiopIMent OF tN& uommviARL oGl 707 ArSiival SRt VISLobinpis LOnts

(USMARC AMC). The NISTF described its efforts as descriptive rather than
prescriptive and viewed the development of a data content standard as a process
requiring the attention of professional archivists.” It recommended that archivists
evaluate systems and practices to “determine how comprehensive descriptive

community”®.

MARC AMC introduced a format that is not media-specific, solving a major
shortcoming in previous formats. This has particular relevance to archival

el L | ratan

materiais, as coiiections can incluge maiwena
MARC AMC described any archival unit at any level with intra-record links.
References to the changes resulting from activities performed in the archival

congistinag of differant media
VEHIVIWUT T Wi WM Wi T TvIG.

processes could be added to the record.* In 1983, the Library of Congress, the
SAA and the cataloguing standards committee of the American Library

e

Association, approved its use.”
Computerised systems can be inflexible to archivists’ requirements, with

rigid rules about length of text fields and relationships between data items. MARC
AMC had its limitations. “Some archivists... have found themselves in the

31 Weber, 1990), p118

l | d|er and Pearce Moses, I993, p332, Clt Q ’ l i i ’ ) rt f

Task Force on Goals and Priorities (Chicago; $
34 Weber, 1990, p122 ]
35 Duff and Haworth, 1990-91, p28
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uncomfortable position of artificially

online. In other cases, a narrative field such as the scope and content note has to
be broken into several repetitions of the MARC 520 fieid in order to circumvent

field length descriptions. The extent of this information can also be problematic
for screen displays, since most library systems assume... one or two screens”.*

The use of MARC AMC initiated debate about descriptive standards and
archival methods resulting in the refining of methods and techniques. The need
for standards for archival description became apparent as archivists still had
difficulty when entering descriptions into the MARC AMC format. The
development of the MARC AMC “...forced the archival prof ofession to confront its
practices for describing archival materials. The uniqueness of archival materials

_______has long been an excuse to perpetuate the profession’s idiosyncratic descriptive

practices™ .

Bearman raised concerns about standards deveiop
that MARC AMC and bibliographic practices were inadequate in reflecting the
importance of contextual information concerning people, corporate bodies and

functions that generated records. He viewed the MARC AMC limitations as
resulting from the record-centred approach. The MARC AMC data content

satisfied an ‘unarticulated interchange service requirement,—..that rules—for
content and data representation make sense in the context of purposes of actual

——exchanges or implementation, not in abstract, and different rules or standards for

end-products may derive from the same principles.”

American archivists had serious doubts about the use
user access. Divergent practices resulted in divergent views.
d that little was known about the ways users sought information

descriptions for

Ay ra




and that there could be a need for controlled vocabularies for different data

elements.®

(WGSAD), comprising 16 archivists, was formed in response to-concerns raised
with the SAA about descriptive standards. Their work provided tools for
understanding and evaluating standards. A matrix provided a framework that
showed the intemelationships between different types of standards. They
riteria for evaluating the use of a particular standard, and a

0

draft of seventeen specific recommendations. The WGSAD did not recommend
specific standards but provided the means for archivists to establish a process for

standards development. An important factor in their work was that it covered
standards in the information arena. The chairman, Dowler, makes the point that

standards needed to communicate information about archives beyond one’s own

institutional walls, other peopie’s and other pi
come into play”.© The range of standards under consideration included electronic
standards, library standards, emerging standards for different forms of material or

the same kind of material described from a different professional or user

The WGSAD made a number of recommendations including the
establishment of a board and the employment of archivists in researching

standards, liasing with working groups in other countries, and working with

organisations such as the Library of Congress and other standards-generating

o e PN
n

organisations. Recommendations concerning Speci
description included: the endorsement of Hensen's Archives, Personal Papers,
A Cataloguing Manual for Archival Repositories, Historical

Societies, and Manuscript Libraries (APPM) as & standard for archival descriptive

~ o
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39 Bearman, 1992, p37-38
40 Klaassen(ed.), 1988, p435
41 Klaassen(ed.), 1989, pp433-435
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