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Abstracts

Libby Bishop (University of Leeds/University of Exeter) 

Constructing and deconstructing a digital data archive

If ontology is the study of what exists, then an ontology of the archive asks us to consider what kind of a thing is an archive.  There is a remarkably energetic debate about such questions, anchored at one end by traditional definitions of an archive as a repository holding valuable or rare documents to Derrida at the other end remarking that “nothing is less clear today than the word ‘archive’”.  In particular, what kind of a thing is a data archive and is it different from other archives?

This paper will explore various features that may differentiate data archives using ESDS Qualidata and a new archive of qualitative longitudinal data at Leeds as examples.  Perhaps “data” are different from “valuable and rare documents”.    There are distinctions in many areas:  data are more likely than artefacts to be digital, to be less rare, and to be valued if reused but less for their intrinsic properties.  However, this paper argues that regarding content, format, technical methods of “archivisation”, political dimensions of inclusion and exclusion, and so on, traditional and data archives are more alike than not.  

Within these broad similarities there are, however, points of distinction.  The first point concerns the intentions of the collectors of archive materials.  It is a useful distinction that nearly all social science data is not a by-product of human activity, but rather, the product of explicit intentions to collect or co-construct research data.  And the intention is specific to the collecting, but (almost never) to the archiving of that data.  Does intention matter in the archiving of qualitative data?  Some believe that ethical informed consent can not be gained if materials are to be used in ways not specified by the original researchers’ intentions.  In addition, intention is linked with debates about “context”, how much and what kinds of supporting documentation (and by implication, intentions of the original researchers) should accompany deposited data. 

A second point is that that many researchers are required to offer their data to an archive whereas much traditional archival material is voluntarily offered.  Especially where ingest is mandated, it is vital to consider the power dynamics at work.  Who initiated the mandate? What are the stated purposes?  The unstated ones?  Who decides what is archived?  Does digital preservation privilege digital content?  How does the principle of open access as central to effective democracy work with the need to protect confidentiality of research participants?  This paper will explore some of these questions in hopes of finding a deeper understanding of digital data archives. 

Louise Craven (The National Archive) 

What is the archive? Where is the archive?
Traditionally, discussion of archives in an academic context has tended to be limited to historians’ concern with sources. In recent years however, discourses about archives have developed in a number of other academic disciplines: in language, politics, psychology, sociology and cultural studies. Here a more critical theoretical view of archives as a whole has developed, reflecting a concern with the importance of archives to society, rather than simply with the archive as a holder of historical sources. 

At the same time, literary studies have also provided a new forum for more discussion of the nature of archival documents, of archives as source for the novel and of archives as individual and collective memory. Recent widening interest in archives as a whole and their relation to language, construction and representation promises that new interpretations and understanding of literature and of archives may emerge. Additionally, techniques of literary criticism and of textual analysis together with theories taken from narrative cinema and film criticism may enable insights which will help us understand the relationship between the individual and the archival text. 

Does this mean that the archival document is a site for tension or collaboration? 

In this paper, the author considers these multidisciplinary developments and asks what fruitful co-operation may develop in the future.

Helen Freshwater (Birkbeck)

Tracing the intangible: censorship, performance, and the archive

Reference to the archive evokes images of mountainous piles of paper, bundled together; corridors of catalogued files; dusty, disintegrating letters; musty records, obscure lists: a forgotten realm of long neglected textual territory. Above all else, we usually imagine the archive as existing in and through text, as the written record of another time. 

This paper will draw on the experience of several years’ immersion in an archive which appears to fit these cultural conventions: the Lord Chamberlain’s plays and correspondence archive. Now held at the British Library, the many thousands of files in this archive contain the documentary detritus of the office that administered Britain’s long-lived theatre censorship system until its closure in 1968. They include copies of every play sent to the Lord Chamberlain for licensing during the twentieth century, as well as reader’s reports on each script, internal memoranda, correspondence from playwrights and production companies, and even occasional reports on performances which the Lord Chamberlain’s staff attended. 

This paper explores the extraordinary character of this collection, whilst arguing that a proper assessment of its contents requires a redefinition of the very concept of an archive. Drawing upon the work of performance theorists Peggy Phelan, Rebecca Schneider and Diana Taylor, it will interrogate this particular archive’s conceptualisation of performance and its remains, as well as thinking through a definition of the archive which responds to the particularity of theatre as a medium.     

Steve Pierce (University of Manchester)

Fiction of the Archives: Anxiety and Authority in Writing Nigerian History

In this paper I consider two related questions: the epistemic underpinnings of Nigerian government documents and the social conventions behind their being collected in archives.  As scholars like Polly Hill and Jane Guyer have forcefully argued, official representations of African social life are often at best wildly oversimplified. This fact leads to difficult interpretive quandaries in reading government documents; what kinds of social and historical phenomena do they signify? Related to this, the financial and logistical problems faced by Nigerian archivists have made the archive there a particular fraught space whose relationship to historical authority is even more troubled than in many other countries. Drawing on fifteen years' research experience in Nigeria, this paper lays out some of the problems--and some of the ways in which these problems can aid our understanding of the Nigerian past.

