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C e n so rs h ip  is n o t o ften  an  issu e  tha t 
ex e rc ises  the  m in d s  o f a rch iv is ts . P r i 
m a r i ly  th is  re fle c ts  th e  fa c t  th a t a l 

m o st a ll a r c h iv a l  re se a rch  is c o n d u c te d  b y  
adu lts . U n lik e  lib ra ries , w h ic h  h a v e  su b stan 
tia l n u m b ers  o f  y o u n g  users, th e re  is an  e x 
p ec ta tio n  in a rc h iv e s  that resea rch ers  a re  o ld  
en o u g h  and  re sp o n s ib le  en o u g h  to be  ab le  to 
h a v e  a c c e s s  to  p o rn o g ra p h ic  o r  s e d it io u s  
m a te r ia l if a n d  w h e n  th e ir  re se a rc h  le a d s  
th e m  in the  d ire c t io n  o f su ch  m a te r ia l.

T h is  is not to say  tha t users h a v e  to ta lly  
u n res tr ic ted  a c c e s s  to th e  h o ld in g s  o f a r c h i 
va l institu tions. O n  the co n tra ry , a rc h iv e s  are  
far m o re  lik e ly  than  lib ra ries  to h o ld  m ateria l 
u n d e r  restric ted  a cce s s . S u ch  re s tr ic tio n s  re 
su lt v e ry  c o m m o n ly  from  the  n eed  to p ro tec t 
p e rs o n a l p r iv a c y ,  a re f le c t io n  o f th e  o ften  
h ig h ly  s e n s it iv e  n a tu re  o f m a n y  o f the  o r ig i
na l p e rso n a l re co rd s  h e ld  in a rc h iv e s . T h e  
o th e r m ost c o m m o n  cau se s  o f a ccess  re s tr ic 
t ion  a re  the n eed  to p ro te c t c o m m e rc ia l- in 
c o n f id e n c e  re co rd s  o f o rg an isa tio n s  an d  c o r 
p o ra t io n s  a n d  th e  n e e d  to  p ro te c t  
g o v e rn m e n t  in fo rm a t io n  in th e  in terests  o f 
n a t io n a l se cu rity . O f  co u rse , fo r g o ve rn m e n t 
reco rd s , the stand a rd  th irty-yea r ru le  a p p lie s  
w h e r e b y  re co rd s  d o  n o t b e c o m e  g e n e ra lly  
a v a ila b le  until a fte r the  passag e  o f a g e n e ra 
tio n .

So , w h i le  a rc h iv is ts  a re  v e ry  p ra c t ic e d  at 
a d m in is te r in g  a c c e s s  re s tr ic t io n s  to  th e ir  
h o ld in g s , th e y  d o  not u su a lly  th in k  o f these  
re s tr ic tio n s  in te rm s o f ce n so rsh ip . R e ce n t ly , 
h o w e v e r ,  th e re  has b e e n  an  in c re a s in g  e m 
p h as is  in a r c h iv a l d is co u rse  on  the  n eed  for 
a rc h iv is ts  to d o  e v e ry th in g  in th e ir  p o w e r  to 
e n su re  that a c c e s s  re s tr ic tio n s  a re  kep t to  an 
a b s o lu te  m in im u m . B a la n c in g  th e  r ig h t to  
p e rs o n a l p r iv a c y  w ith  th e  w id e r  'r ig h t  to 
k n o w ' is a lw a y s  a t r ic k y  e th ic a l d ile m m a  for 
a rch iv is ts . A rc h iv is ts  tak e  th is issue v e ry  se 
r io u s ly  in d e e d , as c a n  b e  w itn e s s e d  b y  the  
e x is te n c e  o f p r iv a c y  c o d e s  a n d  p o s it io n  
sta tem en ts issued  b y  bo th  th e  A u s tra lia n  S o 
c ie ty  o f A rc h iv is ts  an d  the  A u s tra lia n  C o u n 
c il o f A rc h iv e s .

R estr ic tio n s  on  c o n f id e n t ia l a n d  security-  
c la s s if ie d  re co rd s  a re  in m a n y  w a y s  e v e n  
m o re  p o li t ic a l ly  co n te s ta b le . In th e  past a r 
ch iv is ts  tended  to a c c e p t  p a ss iv e ly  and  a p p ly  
r ig id ly  a ccess  restrictions d e te rm in e d  b y  the ir 
p o li t ic a l  o r c o m m e rc ia l  m aste rs . In re c e n t  
d e c a d e s  a rch iv is ts  h a v e  b e c o m e  m o re  q u e s 
t io n in g  o f th e ir ro le  in so c ie ta l p o w e r  s tru c 
tures. If a ccess  to  in fo rm a tio n  is p o w e r , then  
re s tr ic tin g  such  a cc e s s  is a p o lit ic a l a c t  tha t 
supports the ex isting  p o w e r  e lite . R a th e r than  
a c t in g  as in s tru m e n ts  o f s ta te / c o m m e rc ia l 
p o w e r  a n d  c o n t ro l,  to d a y 's  a r c h iv is t s  a re  
m o re  l ik e ly  to se e  th e m s e lv e s  as a c t iv e  
ag en ts  o f  d e m o c ra t ic  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  a n d  
o p en n e ss . It is no t en o u g h  to h e lp  p re se rve  
the  n a tio n 's  d o cu m e n ta ry  h eritag e , a cc e s s  to 
tha t h e ritag e  has to  b e  m a x im is e d .

P ro fe s s io n a l a s s o c ia t io n s  su c h  as th e  
A u s tra lia n  S o c ie ty  o f A rch iv is ts  h a v e  c o n s is t 
e n t ly  lo b b ie d  g o ve rn m e n ts  fo r m o re  lib e ra l 
a cce s s  reg im es fo r p u b lic  re co rd s . A rc h iv is ts  
h a v e  fo u g h t h ard , bu t n o t a lw a y s  s u c c e s s 
fu lly , to assert th e ir  right to a c t  as in d e p e n d 
en t a rb ite rs  o f a c c e s s  —  in o th e r  w o rd s  to  
sh ift th e  p o w e r  to  d e te rm in e  a c c e s s  c o n d i 
t io n s  a w a y  fro m  th o se  w h o  m ig h t h a v e  a 
c o n f lic t  o f in terest in re la t io n  to  a cce s s . W e  
h a v e  a rg u ed  that it is d a n g e ro u s  to  g iv e  the  
rig h t to  re s tr ic t  a c c e s s  to  re c o rd s  to  th o se  
w h o  m ig h t h a v e  s o m e th in g  to  h id e  tha t 
sh o u ld  no t b e  h id d en .

T h e  th ir ty - y e a r  ru le  itse lf  is a b o n e  o f 
c o n te n t io n . F re e d o m  o f In fo rm a t io n  ( F O I )  
le g is la t io n  has im p ro v e d  a c c e s s  to  g o v e rn 
m e n t re co rd s  from  the  so -ca lled  'c lo s e d  p e 
r io d '.  In  p ra c t ic e ,  h o w e v e r ,  F O I has b e e n  
c u m b e rs o m e , s lo w , e x p e n s iv e  a n d  h e d g e d  
w ith  to o  m a n y  e x e m p tio n s . G o v e rn m e n ts  
w ith  so m e th in g  to h id e  h a v e  b e c o m e  ad e p t 
at using  'ca b in e t- in - co n fid e n ce ' o r 'co m m er-  
c ia l- in - c o n f id e n c e ' as m e a n s  o f  h a m p e r in g  
le g itim a te  d e m o c ra t ic  s c ru tin y  a n d  a c c o u n t 
a b il it y .  M a n y  c o m m e n ta to rs  h a v e  a rg u e d  
that the re  is s im p ly  no ju s tifica tio n  for a b la n 
ket c lo s u re  o f the re co rd s  o f d e c is io n s  m a d e  
b y  d e m o c ra t ic  g o ve rn m en ts  o n  b e h a lf  o f the
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p e o p le  th e y  a re  m e a n t  to s e rv e . M y  o w n  
v ie w  is tha t a ll p u b l ic  re co rd s  s h o u ld  be 
o p e n ly  a v a ila b le  fo r s c ru tin y  u n less  th e re  is 
a v e ry  good  reason  w h y  th e y  sh o u ld  not be. 
A t the  m o m en t, h o w e v e r ,  th e  re ve rs e  p h i
lo s o p h y  h o ld s  s w a y  —  th a t a ll p u b l ic  
re co rd s  u n d e r th irty  y e a rs  o f ag e  a re  h id d en  
from  v ie w  u n less s o m e o n e  c a n  e s ta b lish  a 
g o o d  reason  w h y  th e y  sh o u ld  not be.

T h e  c o m b in e d  sp re a d  o f  e le c t r o n ic  
re co rd - k e ep in g , the  in te rn e t a n d  m e ta d a ta  
s tand ard s has n o w  g iv e n  us the  c a p a c it y  to 
m ak e  records w id e ly  a v a ila b le  from  the  ve ry  
m o m en t o f c re a t io n . B u t  the  d e c is io n  to u ti
lise th is c a p a c ity  is a p o lit ic a l o n e  w h e re  the  
p o w e r  e q u a tio n  is s ta ck e d  h e a v i ly  in fa vo u r  
o f th o se  w h o  p re fe r to  k ee p  th e ir  a c t iv it ie s  
s e c re t iv e . R e c o rd - k e e p in g  p ro fe s s io n a ls  
h a v e  started  to jo in  fo rce s  w ith  jo u rn a lis ts  
a n d  o th e r  ag en ts  o f  d e m o c r a t ic  o p e n n e ss  
an d  a c c o u n ta b il ity  to a lte r  th is s itu a tio n , but 
the  strugg le  w i l l  b e  a lo n g  an d  h ard  o n e . In 
S w e d e n , c it iz e n s  h a v e  h ad  th e  d e m o c ra t ic  
righ t fo r 1 50  yea rs  to  w a lk  in to  a n y  g o v e rn 
m e n t d e p a r tm e n t  a n d  ask  to  in s p e c t  th e  
re co rd s  o f tha t d e p a r tm e n t  c re a te d  on  th e  
p re v io u s  d ay . T h is  is a righ t that the  S w e d e s  
a re  ju s t if ia b ly  v e ry  p ro u d  o f a n d  w h ic h  th e y  
g u a rd  je a lo u s ly  ag a in st a n y  b u re a u c ra t  w h o  
m ig h t a ttem p t to  su b ve rt it. In c o m p a r iso n , 
F O I in th is c o u n try  has a v e r y  lo n g  w a y  to 
go in d eed .

I w o u ld  a rg u e , th e re fo re , tha t w h i le  a r 
ch iv is ts  m a y  not th in k  tha t c e n so rsh ip  is an  
issue fo r them , it is in fa c t a v e ry  rea l issue 
that a ffects them  e v e ry  s in g le  d a y  th e y  c o m e  
to w o rk . W h i l e  th is  a r t ic le  has fo cu sse d  on  
th e  a d m in is t ra t io n  o f  a c c e s s  c o n d it io n s ,  I 
h a v e  not e v e n  m e n t io n e d  th e  p o te n t ia l c e n 
so rsh ip  im p lic a t io n s  o f re co rd s  d isp o sa l re 
g im es . T h e  o rd e r ly  d e s tru c tio n  o f re co rd s , a 
n e ce ssa ry  c o m p o n e n t  o f a n y  d e c e n t  re c o rd 
k e e p in g  re g im e , is o f  c o u rs e  th e  u lt im a te  
d e n ia l o f a cce s s . T h e  p ro fe ss io n a l a rc h iv is t  
has a d u ty  to e n s u re  tha t su ch  d e s tru c t io n  
d e c is io n s  a re  m a d e  on  th e  b as is  o f  so u n d  
p h ilo s o p h ie s  a n d  p r in c ip le s  a n d  th a t th e  
p ro ce s se s  a re  o p e n , tra n s p a re n t  a n d  fu l ly  
a c c o u n ta b le  to  th e  c o m m u n ity .

In co n c lu s io n , an em erg in g  cen so rsh ip  is
sue that a rch iv is ts  a re  g o in g  to h ave  to  g ra p 
p le  w ith  is the  p o ten tia l need  to c e n so r those 
re co rd s  that a re  m ad e  a v a ila b le  o ve r  the  in 
te rnet, e ith e r in th e ir  o r ig in a l fu ll- text e le c 
tro n ic  fo rm  or as d ig itised  surrogates. W h i le  
the  re se a rch e rs  w h o  v is it  a r c h iv a l  re ad in g  
room s m a y  be a lm o s t a lw a y s  'a d u lt  and  re 
sp o n s ib le ',  th e re  a re  no  su ch  g u a ra n te e s  in 
c y b e rsp a ce . O n l in e  c o n te n t re g u la tio n s  w i ll  
a p p ly  to a r c h iv a l  w e b s ite s  as m u c h  as a n y  
o th e r w e b s ite . T h is  is p e rh a p s  an  issu e  for 
so m e  fu tu re  A u s tra lia n  S o c ie ty  o f A rch iv is ts  
p o s itio n  s ta te m e n t o r p ro fe ss io n a l c o d e  o f 
best p ractice . ■

I  would argue th a t while 
archivutv m a y  n o t th in k  

th a t ceruorohip u  an  
UMue fo r them , it  id in  

fa c t a very rea l Lvue 
th a t ajfectd them  every 

a n g le  day they come to 
w o rk ...
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