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Objects or archives?
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Introduction

While most archives house objects that are managed archivally (for
example, uniforms, cups, badges, council seals, and mementos), “the status
of these objects is often ambiguous.” This ambiguity was highlighted in
May 2021 when the NZRecords mailing list debated whether objects in the
form of three-dimensional things could be included on a list of ‘Protected
Records for Local Authorities’ and whether objects had informational,
accountability, administrative, research or heritage value. Some wrote that
objects can be records since accepted definitions of records (and archives)
allow it and are format neutral; others disagreed, saying objects can only
relate to the ‘real’ archives as a form of evidence; others suggested that
objects per se do not need to be retained unless they meet the definition
of ‘public record’ under the Public Records Act. The question of whether
historical objects were appealing to retain and who should retain these
(and how) was also raised. One person commented that “one can't
automatically assume a non-documentary object such as one would
typically associate with a museum collection isn't a record and, therefore,
couldn't also potentially be a local authority protected record”.?

Using this debate as a starting point, this article explores theoretical
perspectives on the nature of objects as archival items. It looks at the
different perspectives around the nature of the document and the record
as well as archival canon (such as it can be said to exist) to discuss how
objects can be archives, and archives can be objects, but this is not true
in all instances and contexts. We specifically acknowledge Sanderson’s
research, which not only examines the nature of archival understanding
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and thinking but also provides analysis around the interpretation of heritage
objects in the design of knowledge enabling systems.?

In this paper, the terms used are: archival item - a single thing; archival
collection - fonds; archives - archival items and collections within or across
repositories; and the Archive (or Archives) - the organisation(s) responsible
for managing the archival collection(s).

We acknowledge that objects may be excluded in the Archive because
they do not have a close relationship to the archival collections which they
accompany such as would necessitate retention. We also acknowledge
occasions where objects cannot be defined as an information object or
do not have documentation to support their inclusion, or that a collection
policy may explicitly exclude objects (however, that begs the question
of whether such a policy might benefit from reconsideration). Rylance
notes that despite a wide variety of materials being found in the Archives,
“archival acquisition strategies have privileged medium over message”
with paper-based formats often being explicitly specified and textual forms
preferred.* Sanderson expands on this in discussing digital convergence,
saying that “objects kept in heritage sector institutions were treated as
goods to be divided, and where notions about the nature of those goods,
their use, and practices facilitating their use, were imagined in terms of the
norms for each institution type”.

An archival item is an object

Most existing discussion around archives and objects stems from general
acceptance that an archival item is ‘an object’ in the sense that a document
is an object, like a vase is an object. Te Tiriti is both a document and a
historical object and is perceived as both. New Zealand's Protected Objects
Act 1975 uses the term ‘object’ to include a variety of forms that would
also (depending on the situation) be archival items, such as photographs,
film, maps and digitally born objects.® The term ‘object’ can be a handy
one to use when dealing with general concepts and questions around the
form, format, meaning, and use of archives in both digital and physical
contexts, particularly when those archives are image or text based.” Any
archival item can be (and indeed, is) an object; we choose as archivists to
focus on what it says or the evidence it provides rather than what it is.
Notions of what is an archival item have changed and expanded over time:
palm leaf books, papyrus rolls, bark and clay tablets are no longer used as
archives (or records), while the 19t and 20" centuries saw a proliferation
of record formats including photographs (prints, and acetate and glass
plate negatives) and various ways of storing sound and moving pictures,
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such as film, wax cylinders of audio, vinyl records and cassette tapes.
These changes can create questions around what an archival item is by
the way it is represented. For instance, more recently there have been
discussions about whether e-books and audio books (and e-audio books)
are ‘really books'; the format seems in some way to call into question the
form of the book and the nature of the content because our engagement
with it is different. It is the same with archives. Rylance notes that the
UNESCO Proclamation of Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible
Heritage of Humanity:

renders legitimate the safeguarding of those cultural manifestations that
defy the traditional archives’ notion of enduring value and simultaneously
lends credence to a transmutation of the archive.’

In turn this leads to the preservation of “culturally meaningful expressions
regardless of either the physicality of the expression or of the archives itself.”

However, use of the term ‘archival object’ seems more common among
users of archives than archivists, being only occasionally used in archives-
related discourse relating to photographs.'® There is little evidence of
archival definitions pertaining to ‘archival object’ outside that of specific
digital practices (for example, the use of the term ‘digital object’) or
discussion of ontological aspects around classification or description.™
The term ‘information object’ does not seem to be used as a substitute,
even though archives are undoubtedly information objects and the
term is applied in a variety of other information management and ICT
contexts. The closest common term relating to ‘information object’ seems
to be ‘artefact’, which is occasionally used in New Zealand. The Society
of American Archivists defines artefact (artifact) as “a physical object
that is made or modified by human culture.”’? However, this is usually
contextualised as appended content to archives rather than the archives
themselves.'* One of the most common terms for generally describing an
archival item is ‘archival document’. This term seems to have transitioned
successfully from a paper-based to a digital environment and is often used
in discussion relating to the concept of ‘archive (or record) as object’. For
example, New Zealand's Public Records Act 2005 lists ‘a document’ as a
first example of a public record.” However, use of the word ‘document’ can
be and often is interpreted as referring to text-based archives, although
Ketelaar claims that “objects can be archival documents”.'> We pick up on
this point below.
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Mental models and prototypes

The question of whether objects can be archives may be determined by
how archivists conceive archival items or archival documents. Often a
mental picture relating to these concepts is used to help understanding
and explanation. This mental picture supports but may also limit
and constrain our understanding because we expect all instances of
the concept to conform to that picture, even if this is our unconscious
assumption. This form of conceptualising is referred to as a mental
model in cognitive psychology.’”® Mental models are “constructed by
individuals based on their personal life experiences, perceptions, and
understandings of the world. They provide the mechanism through which
new information is filtered and stored.”” Mental models can help explain
how individuals make sense of the world and make meaning in ways they
can express to others.

According to Johnson-Laird, mental models are varied because they
can “take many forms and serve many purposes.”’® One form is that of
prototypes; accepted examples of typical things that support shared
understandings and enable engagement with the world. Broadly speaking,
these are our mental pictures of the world. Prototypes act as short-cuts
and determinants of how we understand simple and complex concepts,
objects, relationships, and so on. They help us to understand, formulate
and talk about things and concepts. Prototypes are heavily embedded in
individual, disciplinary/domain, social, and cultural contexts. For example,
the typical bird to someone British might be a robin while the typical bird for
aNew Zealander might be a tdl. Some things may be non-prototypical, i.e.,
less likely or less common instances of a category of things. For example,
someone may ‘see’ in their mind a penguin rather than a td1 when talking
about birds, although a penguin is a less-good example of birds generally
because it doesn't fly, doesn't live in trees, nests on the ground, and can
dive and swim. Thus, penguins are not likely to be the prototypical bird for
most people.

Some prototypes come down to disciplinary agreement. Bowker and Star's
book, Sorting Things Out: Classification and its Consequences', explains
how communities of practice (including disciplines or domains) categorise
and classify information, determining how they see the world and interact
with it. Individuals learn how a discipline ‘thinks’ (domain knowledge,
canon) through study or work within that discipline. They then adopt
ways of conceptualising their discipline and its practices in line with that
domain knowledge. Specific language and terminology are used, which
facilitates understanding of the domain and makes it harder for those
outside the discipline to engage with it (e.g., medical professions). Within
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the domain knowledge, certain ways of classifying and conceptualising
are more prototypical, more likely to represent an understanding held by
a wide range of those engaged in the discipline, and more useful to the
discipline’s practice. Adomain knowledge determines how the community
of practice understands the discipline, and at the same time is determined
by those within the discipline.

Our mental models and our prototypes do not have to be fully formed
to be useful, and they can and do change over time as we learn more or
experience more of a particular phenomenon, or as the accepted patterns
of thought in a discipline change. People will have mental models of
information, of archives, of archival items, of information as a ‘thing®
that are quite different in 2023 to those held by people in 1923. These
changing models determine how people respond to, use, and work with
archives and objects. They can also influence how archives and objects are
‘seen’ within the Archives. For example, as archivists, our mental models
can affect how we select, arrange or describe the archival items in our
care, and consequently influence how users will conceive different forms
of information ‘thing’ as archives. ‘Information as thing' is a theoretical
concept, and includes data, text, documents, objects, and events, i.e.,
things that are informative, according to Buckland.?'

Documentality and document theory

Two related theoretical areas that contribute to our understanding of the
nature of objects as archives and archives as objects are documentality and
document theory. Both discuss some of the theoretical concepts behind
how people make sense of the world by focusing on how a document
can be defined and perceived in relation to our interaction with it, our
understanding of it, and our own subjectivities around it (For example,
through “cognition, emotion and motivation.”??) The term ‘document’is the
term used by these theorists to describe any type of information ‘as thing’
or item. Documentality and document theory are briefly discussed below.

Documentality argues that documents are separate evidence of the
‘independence’ of social reality®. That is, documents are the recorded (or
symbolic?*) result of a social act that “establishes the nature” of the tacit
and explicit constraints (for example, through mutual agreement by both
parties to do something) and “guarantees the endurance” of that act.?® For
example, a marriage is a marriage because there is documented evidence
of an agreement to wed, framed within a country's legislation, authorised
by an individual with the legal power to authorise it. A couple is not married
because they decide they are married; they are married because they
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have a document that says they are married.?* A document encompasses
written forms as well as graphic and non-verbal (such as tattoos?) or
inscribed objects.

Document theory sees the document as a variety of things including
constructed meaning, cultural code, media type, and physical media.?® The
qguestion of what a document is and whether objects can be documents is
covered well by one of the founders of documentation theory, Paul Otlet.?
Otlet's work is summarised by Buckland as follows:

Graphic and written records are representations of objects, [Otlet] wrote, but
the objects themselves can be regarded as ‘documents’ if you are informed by
observation of them. ... Otlet cites natural objects, artifacts, objects bearing
traces of human activity (such as archaeological finds), explanatory models,
educational games, and works of art (Otlet, 1934, p. 217; also Otlet 1990, pp.
153, 197, and Izquierdo Arroyo, 1995).%°

Based on this explanation, documents are not just restricted to written and
drawn “representations of objects” or any set format, even if we might have
in our heads the prototype of ‘document’ as a paper with written text on it.

In Qu'est-ce que la documentation? (What is documentation?)®' Briet explains
that while a living animal in the wild is not a document, animals that are
catalogued and shown in zoos are forms of documents because their
existence has been documented in an informed way. Notably, an antelope
could be ‘a document' if it was catalogued (the initial document) and had
secondary or derived documents (such as press releases, news articles,
written studies, recordings of its call, its stuffed form in a museum,
paintings, photographs etc) arise from that initial catalogued document.
However, a document (even an antelope document) only ‘becomes’ a
document when people gain information from it. This information may
not be content-related but may relate instead to their perceptions to and
experience of it. This indicates that, theoretically at least, if an antelope
can be a document in some contexts, other objects that are catalogued
and have secondary or derived documents can also be documents in their
own right. Buckland gives the example of dinosaur fossils to illustrate
how objects are potentially informative, noting that objects are “collected,
stored, retrieved, and examined as information, as a basis for becoming
informed.”*? Another example is objects presented as evidence in a court
case. By themselves, they are objects; with inclusion in the court case and
the secondary documentation, they are documents (and therefore records
and potentially, archives). In the NZRecords discussion, items mentioned
in this context included sculptural coats of arms, seals,** mayoral chains,
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historic uniforms, flags, and briefcases containing items of significance to
the local authority.

Record prototypes and their relationship to archives

Records, like documents, tend to be understood according to how we
engage with them. As a result, whether (or how) we see records as objects
affectshowweseearchivesandwhether(orhow)weseeobjectsasarchives.
Yeo notes that as we talk about records, we often have a prototype in our
minds that means ‘record’to us, even though other disciplines conceive the
nature of ‘record’ differently.®* If an object fits into the definition of being
an informational object and/or is documented in ways similar to Briet's
antelope, it would be reasonable to expect it would be included as a record
or an archive. As a result, we cannot definitively say that objects are not
records or archives, but rather we are less likely to think of them as records
or archives; they are non-prototypical archives. Ketelaar notes that “the
meaning of a record or of any other cultural artifact must be understood
in two different ways—first, the meaning of the record and second, the
meaning for someone or for an occasion”?®; he emphasises that there are
multiple meanings for records within each of these ways, depending on
the context of use and the users. Additionally,

Meaning as such is never fixed once and for all, but is something that
happens in the way events, texts, and other cultural products are
appropriated (over and over again, always with a difference).3

How we view these two aspects (that is, the meaning of the record and its
applied meaningforother people and contexts)will determine howwe form
our own prototype of what is a record, and whether we include the notion
of ‘object’ within it. While the term ‘record object’ can be used conceptually
to describe the nature of the record (see for example, Sanderson, 2017),
it is rare for a record to be defined purely as an object. Like with archives,
‘where evidence is frequently used in the archives domain as a means of
differentiating records from purportedly other heritage objects™, people
tend to privilege the content of the record (and what it can explicitly tell us
as evidence) over the form (and what it can tacitly symbolise), regardless of
the format involved, or whether ‘the thing which speaks of the past is itself
the past of which it speaks'.®®

The NZRecords discussion participants appeared in agreement that
objects had to fit into the Public Records Act 2005 interpretation of
‘record’ in order to be kept as records (or archival items) although several
seemed generally reluctant to retain objects that might be considered
museum items. Participant disagreement was more around how, when,
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and whether objects could be deemed to be records. The context of the
original question was local authorities, but the discussion was widespread
and included what Archives New Zealand actually holds. Their holdings,
it was suggested, could be considered as precedent for keeping objects,
although that was contentious to those challenging the fundamental
notion of whether an object is an informational item.

With this in mind, it's possible that community archivists are more
amenable to the notion of objects as archives, because there are fewer
constraints around standards relating to what a record is (for example,
they may not be concerned about or aware of ISO 15489 and its definitions
of the business record). They may also experience less movement of
records into archival collections because their archival collections may be
deliberately created and format neutral in ways that traditional Archives
are not. There may be no alternative mechanism for keeping objects of
significance to the community involved with the Archive (e.g., cups in
school archives; honours boards; newsletters; membership lists).

More generally, it is also possible that different Archives may choose to
retain objects in museume-style collections adjacent to archival collections
tomake them more accessible and increase the prestige of the organisation
(e.g., for exhibition or teaching purposes, as cultural artifacts), rather than
as core archival items subject to (potential) constraints or regulations from
external bodies. On a practical level, this approach may also free up space
for archives storage: organisations may simply not have room to manage
objects, nor the expertise needed to preserve or store certain kinds of
object (e.g., garments, briefcases, hats, works of art). Sanderson notes
that while attention may focus on consciously collected objects,

behind the scenes ways of thinking, ways of talking, and habits of practice
play a part in determining the nature of physical and digital assemblages
of those collected objects; and so, subtly, influence how they are perceived
and how they can be used.*

Mental models, prototypes, and archival objects

Prototypes help us to picture a record or archival item in our mind
to help us make meaning about it and discuss it with others (see for
example, Yeo %%). These prototypes can be the result of perception
(how we establish it based on the understanding we gain from our
own experience) or prescription (how we establish it based on how
others describe it to us, including disciplinary or domain knowledge
and categorisation). For instance, a paper file may be the 'prototypical
record’ for many archivists. Along with prototypes, there are also non-
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prototypical understandings). This means there can be considerable
fluidity around how a record or archival item can be perceived and
conceptualised, depending on the archival repository, country, purpose
of the archive, and individuals involved (archivists, contributors, users) -
even depending on the time period. Objects are ‘symbolised’ as records
or archival items in our minds due to our real and perceived experiences
with their existing content, use, metadata, and purpose.*'

Comparing two editions of the textbook Keeping Archives provides a
useful example of changing perspectives when it comes to objects.
The second edition said:

If records are defined as ‘documents containing data or information
of any kind and in any form, created or received by an organisation
or person in the transaction of business and subsequently kept as
evidence...[then] An object...is not normally attached as a record -
unless it forms part of or is attached to a record item or series.*

In comparison, the third edition said:

Objects - non-paper items in a collection - are traditionally regarded
as museum items, that is, the items are managed and cared for
separately to archives... while objects in archives exist in many
different formats, they usually do not form a large proportion of the
overall collection... but are significant nonetheless for the information
they hold, the event they captured, or the ‘story’ they tell of a certain
aspect of an organisation’s history.*

Both descriptions demonstrate changing prototypical views of objects
that stem from changing concepts around records. Views may change
again in a future edition. Our understanding of what a record or an
archival item is, is never static.

As archivists, our mental models of objects, records, and archives,
including prototypes of each, and indeed, disciplinary or domain
understanding of such things, need to be amenable to expansion over
time and as a result of the needs of the archival collection, organisation,
and developing shape of the archives repository in question. Our
mental models may be heavily focused on documents as archival items,
but not objects as archival items. However, we have illustrated how an
object can be a document and we contend that an object can also be an
archival item (or record).
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Archives and objects

The statement that ‘archives are objects’ is one that is well supported by
archival theory, and in many cases, by archival practice as well. Archives,
as records, can be comprehended as documents and therefore as
objects, both generally and as part of our meaningful interaction with
them, and as sources of evidence and through subjective response.*
This is demonstrated (as mentioned earlier) by document theory and
documentality, by related areas such as diplomatics,* and other heritage-
related discourse.“

Archivists’ mental models will also be influenced by the archival canon
(domain knowledge), which in turn will affect whether they conceptualise
a prototypical archival collection as being text-based and excluding
objects, or more encompassing of objects. For example, an archivist
who works predominantly with government records may be less likely
to see objects as archives because the records created by government
are more likely to be textual and to document decision-making. On
the other hand, an archivist who works with community archives may
be more likely to see objects as archives because there is no canonical
understanding of what a community archive is; the community Archive
becomes a place that manages things the community considers necessary
to capture the essence of that community. This can result in individuals
managing community Archives who may not be familiar with canonical
understandings accepted by archivists in other kinds of Archives.

Reflecting back on the variety of opinions in the NZRecords list discussion,
archivists may see ‘an archival item as an object’ or ‘an object as an
archival item’ based on the mental models they have developed. These
mental models will be formed by individuals' experience and how they
have been taught as much as (or even more than) domain knowledge. In
turn, these mental models will influence whether they look at an object
and think of it as an archival item (or record), whether they consider it
on the “edge of the archive”,*” or whether they choose to exclude it from
the archive based on its nature as object. These mental models will also
influence whether they see objects as evidence that links to a record or
an archive, or as documents in their own right, or as discrete things that
are more commonly found in a museum. In fact, the existence of museum
collections may lead individuals to think of objects as explicitly not being
part of an archival collection, even when such objects manifestly fit within
accepted definitions of archives and records.

Additionally, individuals’mental models may affect decisions that are made
about objects that are acceptable to include as archives (e.g., photographs)
while similar objects may be excluded (e.g., paintings). Our perceptions
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may be the result of successful persuasion,*® domain knowledge,* or
imposition by one party rather than any concrete or complete evidence or
agreement. They can even be at odds with the requirements of the Archive
or the types of materials deposited or even the disciplinary understanding
of what ‘an archival item’ is. As we have demonstrated with Briet's
antelope, an object ‘in the wild’ (e.g., an item found at a crime scene) is not
a document (e.g., police evidence); it requires collection, documentation,
analysis, and context for it to become one. Ultimately, it is our mental
models that constrain us to see certain objects as archives.

User perceptions of objects in the Archive

Users’ personal conceptions of archives are determined by their own
mental models of archives, just as archivists' conceptions are. Many users
accordvalueto anarchival object becauseitis an‘old object' which happens
to contain information, rather than an archival item that demonstrates
evidence according to the archival organisation’s definitions of archival
value.>® Although users’ mental models of an archives may align with the
cliche of ‘cool old stuff’, they may be closer to the disciplinary canon in not
differentiating between objects and non-object archival items.

When objects are treated as archival items in the Archives, the archival
collection provides their arrangement, description, context, and meaning
as determined by the Archives and/or the archivist, and transforms them
into ‘acceptable’ archival items. An object within an archival collection
provides different opportunities for user-based interaction compared to
textand addstothearchival story by providing adifferentkind of experience
for the user. *' Interaction with an object can become a mental, physical,
spiritual, or emotional experience much as viewing a painting in person is
different to looking at a reproduction of it.>> Objects in archival collections
can create pathways to a greater user experience and understanding of
the text (which can represent the memory being interacted with).

Objects and archival practice

Limiting the scope of an archival item to (for example) ‘something written
that is not an object’ (as some collection policies do) can limit the archival
collections that are formed, providing only a partial understanding of the
memories, testimonies, events, decisions, experiences, and personal and
cultural expressions documented by these collections. Even when objects
are included in archival collections, they may still be treated differently
because they are primarily seen as objects rather than as archives. Our mental
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models can affect howwe apply the principles of provenance and original order
to objects so we see them as challenging to arrange and describe effectively.
The evidential value of objects as records may be deemed different to that
of more traditional documentary archives. As a result, objects within archival
collections can be side-lined from the archival story or treated within finding
aids as ancillary items, making them harder to locate and associate.

Darms states that

... frequently, archivists separate objects both physically and intellectually
from textual or visual materials, even when they arrive as part of a larger
fonds. To arrange and describe objects as something distinct from documents
is to implicitly claim that they do not play a role within the fonds, and do not
provide evidence of, or information about, the actions of a creator.*

Darms uses the example of a wooden box called the Magic Box, which is part
of a collection by David Wojnarowicz, an “artist, writer, musician, performer,
photographer, and activist”.> The box itself was not written on but it was part
of the Wojnarowicz's personal expression. He stored it under his bed, “adding
objects to it occasionally”.*> While the individual items in the Magic Box have
no original order, the box as a collection assembled by a creator does. The
potential archival treatment of the Magic Box as an object represents two
fundamental archival principles at odds with one another: to preserve the
intellectual or physical arrangement of collections (the fonds), and to preserve
the physical objects within collections.* This is something Lord reflects on with
regards to the Official First World War Art Collection at Archives New Zealand:

in an archival setting, all artistic and artefactual significance becomes
superfluous to the primary function of an archive as the repository of
historical records. This begs the question: Does the artistic, cultural and
commemorative value of the war art collection remain intact within ANZ
[Archives New Zealand)], or has it been lost?*”

Archival discourse shows that archival collections are often constituted as they
are because archivists have discounted (for reasons practical and theoretical)
thevalue of objects as signifying or displaying other forms of cultural expression
such as dance, cultural display, weaving, oral stories and whakapapa, or
buildings such as wharenui. One result of this is the marginalisation and
alienation of non-western cultures and other groups from archival collections,
and the silencing of their memories where memories are contained in and
transmitted through sequential works of duration such as oral stories and
poems, or music, dance, and film.>®
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Conclusion

There is nothing in the archival canon which says that objects can't be
archives and quite a lot that says that they are. Maybe we as archives
professionals need to be less precious about holding on to our mental
models of what is and what is not an archival item, and more open to
experiencing the archival item as object and all that it can represent.
While objects in archival collections may be considered unnecessary or
extraneous, this may be because of our praxis-based understanding rather
than any theoretical purview. As a result, we may be guilty of thinking that
‘an object cannot be an archival item because it would be inconvenient
for ‘my' institution to keep it' or ‘because | consider it does not fit well with
the rest of the archives'. Overall, there may be no practical nor theoretical
reason to exclude an object from an archival collection and quite a few
archival principles which demand objects are included. Restricting items
for resource-based reasons is understandable, but just because we can't
(or don't) select and maintain an object in an archival collection, we can't
assume it's wrong to do so generally speaking. Objects are archives no
more or less than documents are archives.

Allowing an archival item to be an object may also open the way for further
guestioning of the limitations of more traditional archival praxis. It can
help address whether the archival principles of province and original
order can still define and defend the Archive and examine any selection
and description bias. Accepting both the archival item as an object and the
‘object as archival item’ may also help to support a more reflective process
around how mental models can delegitimise other perfectly legitimate
views and step the discipline further into a place where the archival
collections can be comprehensively experienced on a broader level.
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