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W h e n talking about the code of ethics for archivists I am often a s k e d the same two 

quest ions: 'what is it exactly' and 'what is the use of it\ In this paper I will tell you the 

history of a profess ional code in the internatíonal archival community. I wil l try to 

explain what archivists al i over the world think about profess ional ethics, and I will try to 

show you how an archival assoc ia t ion, and therefore the archival profess ion as a 

whole, can benefit by the code. 

I must begin with the first quest ion. What is a code of e th ics? The re are of course lots 

of definit ions, but the one I like best is the one based on the Dict ionary of phi losophy by 

A. F!ew and given in a recent article on ethics in conservat ion. 1 It says : 'professional 

ethics is a set of s tandards by which a particular group dec ides to regulate its 

behaviour. T h e s e s tandards must somehow have come to be agreed (at least by the 

more influential members of the group), and appear ultimately to owe their authority to 

the fact that they se rve to dist inguish what is legitimate or accep ted in pursuit of the 

a ims of the group from what is not.' 

S o m e years ago the F rench assoc ia t ion of archivists made a compar is ion between 

severa ! profess ional codes . T h e result of this ana lys is was that in genera l a code is a 

document with four types of rules: a definit ion of the group for whom the code is meant; 

a miss ion statement and the genera l rules for the profess ional ; an enumerat ion of the 

obl igat ions of the profess ional towards var ious groups in society; and rules about the 

execut ion of the profess ion. 2 

The idea to regulate profess ional behaviour by using a code was not invented by 

archivists. In the medica i world and among other l iberal pro fess ions for instance a 
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professional code has a long tradition. In the cultural sector the idea of a code of ethics 

is relatively young, and again archivists have not been among the first to take the 

initiative. Awa reness of the need for a code carne ear l ier from l ibrarians (at least in the 

United K ingdom and in France) and in the museum world. In the late 1980s ICOM, the 

International Counc i l of Museums , made a code which has s ince then been adopted in 

var ious countnes. In the arch ives the conservat ion experts were among the first to work 

on a code: in 1950 the first restauration pr incipies were a l ready formulated by Roger 

El l is, and the 1980s saw a continuation of the d iscuss ion . 

The first attempt to make a professional code for archivists carne in a country 

unhampered by a long archival tradition - the United States of Amer ica . 3 The 

d iscuss ion started in 1939, when a historian, Robert C. Bl inkley, ca l led for a code to 

help archivists in deal ing with the conflict between f reedom of information versus 

protecion of privacy. The first code however dates from 1955. It was written by the 

archivist of the Uni ted States W a y n e C. Grover and at first intended to be a training 

document for archiv ists of the Nat ional Arch ives. It conta ins mainly an enumerat ion of 

the duties of the archivist, and dea ls with problems of select ion, safety of records, 

access , and relat ions with users. It forbids archivists to commercia l ly exploit their 

holdings and it encourages them to give information when required and to increase 

archival knowledge. It was never formally adopted for the profession. 

In the 1960s a d iscuss ion about archival ethics arose. The subjects were select ion, 

acquisi t ion, theft and al ienat ion of records. The famous Lowenhe im c a s e (1968) -

professor Franc is L. Lowenhe im a c c u s e d the Rooseve l t Library of deny ing him a c c e s s 

to certain letters because a staff member wanted to edit these himself - and changes in 

society in the field of f reedom of information, protection of privacy, and copyright 

c a u s e d the Society of Amer ican Archiv is ts to install a commissíon to prepare a code of 

ethics (1976). A code was duly adopted by the S A A in 1980. I t was rev ised and 

adopted by the Counc i l of S A A in 1992. 

The important thing about this Amer ican code is that, for the first t ime, a code was 

written for the archival profess ion in its entitety - not only for archivists working in publ ic 

archives (who have statues and regulat ions within which they work), but a lso for non-

publ ic archivists and even manuscript curators, who - more than in many European 
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countr ies - form part of the archival profess ion. 

T h e Amer i can example s e e m s to have acted as a source of inspiration for the 

international s c e n e and for severa l countr ies. A m o n g the first countr ies to fol low the 

Amer i can example was C a n a d a , where in 1991 the Assnr.iatinn des Archivistas du 

Oneher. ( revised in 1996) and in 1992 the AssorJatinn nf P.anadian Archivists adopted 

a code. 4 

Not every c o d e however is the same. O n e can dist inguish between a code with only 

general va lues and pr incipies (a true code of ethics) and a code with detai led 

instructions for every kind of situation (a code of practice). The advantage of a code of 

ethics s e e m s clear: it is fairly easy to get agreement under a large group of people 

about genera l pr incipies. The danger is however that such a code is hardly of any 

pract ical use. On the other hand a code of pract ice has the danger that i t 'could be 

divis ive or rendered mean ing less by the effort to archieve consensus . ' 5 

A compar ison of the texts of the early codes of S A A and the Assoniation ri'Archi\/istes 

du Oueher. can il lustrate the dif ference between an ethics orientated code and a code 

based on profess ional pract ice. The Amer i can code is an example of the iast type. I t 

dea ls with nine main topics: col lect ing pol ic ies (III); relation with donors, and 

restrictions (IV); appra isa l , protection and arrangement (V); pr ivacy and privi l iged 

information (VI); use and restrictions (VII); information about researchers and 

correct ion of errors (VIII); research by archivists (IX); complaints about other institutions 

(X) and profess ional activit ies (XI). Th is code is a practical text, deal ing with everyday 

situations. It is fo l lowed by a commentary in which the reason ing of the committee is 

expla ined, and where members of the committee comment on áreas where there was 

no unanimity of opin ion between them. 6 

T h e Q u e b e c code is quite different. Ethical statements are grouped under four 

head ings summar is ing the duties of the archivist towards society; towards users; 

towards the profess ion; and towards the assoc ia t ion. The Q u e b e c code g ives no 

prescript ions, recommendat ions or practical solut ions; it s t resses mainly the attitude 

the archivist shou ld adopt. 

T h e one type of code is not necessar i l y better than the other; i t is simply that one type 

of code may suit a part icular country better than another. W h i c h type is chosen 
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depends on the archival tradition. 

In 1 9 9 0 the Sect ion of Pro fess iona l Assoc ia t ions of the International Counc i l on 

Arch ives ( I C A / S P A ) became aware of the growing interest in the theme of a code and 

recognised that probiems arose because lack of one. For that reason S P A dec ided to 

take on the job of providing an international code of ethics for the archival profession. 7 

The work started with a d iscuss ion at the 1991 spr ing meeting of the Steer ing 

Committee, evaluat ing avai labíe codes of ethics or of profess ional pract ice. For this the 

Itaiian archivist Marco Ca rass i had compi led a working document, b a s e d on existing 

codes of profess ional bod ies of archivists, records managers , histor ians, museum-staff 

and l ibrarians in Austrál ia, C a n a d a , Great Britain and the Uni ted States. In October 

1991 the annual meet ing of S P A delegates dec ided to accept the idea of a code of 

ethics which would contain e lements both of a code of ethics and of a code of practice. 

At the 1 9 9 2 International C o n g r e s s on Arch ives in Montreal the code of ethics was sub-

ject of d iscuss ion by S P A members and other archivists dur ing a sympos ium. After an 

introduction by the Eng l i sh archivist M ichae l Roper about the role a code of ethics can 

play in the profess ion a draft code was presented to the profess ional assoc ia t ions for 

comment and d iscuss ion . In 1 9 9 3 and 1 9 9 4 the secretary of S P A , Marco C a r a s s i sent a 

improved draft text to ali ICA-bod ies , to ali professional assoc ia t ions and to var ious 

related groups. The comments that were rece ived were d i s cussed and where needed 

included in the text. F inal ly in 1 9 9 5 a, what S P A thought was definite, text was pre­

sented to the Execut ive Commit tee of ICA. The Commit tee however e x p r e s s e d the wish 

to have audiov isual and electronic media e x p r a s s i s v e r h i s inc luded in the text, wanted 

more accent on the life cyc le principie of arch ives and on the whole a s k e d S P A to look 

at the wording of the text. The text was thereafter worked upon by the S P A steering 

committee in col laborat ion with the president of ICA, dr. J e a n Pierre Wal lot , who had 

made the code of ethics his spec ia l subject. A working group of Wal lot , together with 

the German archivist Re imer Witt and me met twice in Amsterdam. There the text was 

changed and rear ranged in what we soon cal led the 'ten commandments ' . The final 

touch was added during a notable meeting of the S P A Steer ing Commit tee in 

Sch leswig (Germany; february 1 9 9 6 ) . There on Saturday 2 February at midnight the 

final touches of the Eng l i sh and F rench vers ion were added . It will not surpr ise you that 
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our host Re imer Witt marked the occas ion by opening a bottle of champagne . In its 

spring meet ing of 1996, in Ottawa the text was unanimously agreed upon by the 

Execut ive Commit tee. I t was approved by the the Gene ra l Assemb ly of ICA in 

september 1996. 8 At this moment the text is being translated in severa l l anguages and 

d i scussed and/or adopted by archival assoc ia t ions ali over the wor ld. 

In the per iod S P A w a s working on the international code the archival assoc ia t ions did 

not sit still. In severa l countr ies study days were organ ised with often a l ively debate on 

professional ethics. In some countr ies (Canada , Austrál ia, the Uni ted Kingdom) this 

resulted in a nat ional code. 

In the Uni ted K ingdom ethics appeared twice on the a g e n d a of the annua l genera l 

meeting of the Soc ie ty of Archiv ists. In 1988 three speakers d i s cussed profess ional 

ethics: a conservat ion expert, a l ibrarian, and an archivist. 9 The conservat ion expert 

reminded archiv ists of the pr incipies of conservat ion by Roge r El l is (1950), which can 

be summar ized in the words 'good manners towards documents ' and s t ressed the need 

for cooperat ion between archivist and conservator. He judged this necessa ry in 

assess i ng the r isks to a document of p roposed treatment, the effect on its evidential 

va lue and the cost-ef fect iveness. The l ibrarian descr ibed the Library's Assoc ia t ion 's 

code of profess ional conduct, wh ich is in reality a code of ethics in which moral i ssues 

are stated, and its bye laws, which form a code of pract ice, contravent ion of which can 

lead to d isc ip l inary act ion. The archivist, was scept ica l about the effect of a code in a 

profession made up of people pract is ing in very different c i rcumstances. O n e year 

later, at the 1989 annua l meeting, three other speake rs d i scussed ethical d i lemmas. A 

bus iness archivist s t ressed that his primary task was to preserve his masters 

muniments (documents which defend their owners c la ims). A local govemment archivist 

and museum officer pointed out that in a community conc ious of its culture the archivist 

must respond to the priorit ies of its patrons. A n d the head of preservat ion of the 

Nat ional Library of Sco t land went into the confl ict between preservat ion and a c c e s s . 1 0 

Although most of the Eng l ish speakers were not opposed to the idea of a code of ethics 

the outcome of the debate in the Soc ie ty was inconclusive. In 1988 Counc i l of the 

Soc ie ty had set up a working party to cons ider a code of pract ice. In 1994 a code of 
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concluct, binding for al ie members of the profession, was adopted. 1 1 

The F rench Assoc ia t ion des Archiv is tes Français gave its members the chance to 

d iscuss the ethics of an archivist during a study day in January 1992. Apart from the 

international debate, their interest in ethics was a lso related to changes in the 

profession, due to decentral isatíon, the rise of bus iness archivists and the changes in 

training of archivists. Furthermore the wish was expressed to cooperate with related 

profess ions. Therefore, after a genera l introduction on the subject of codes of ethics 

and of professional pract ices, and some information about the international debate in 

I C A / S P A , a documental ist and a l ibrarian were invited to g ive their v iew on the need of, 

and their exper ience with a professional code. 1 2 

The documental ist de fended the need of a code for his profess ion out of thé intellectual 

power the documental ist p o s e s s e s , a power which is easy iy m isused . A code def ines 

the limits within which the profess ionals operate, g ives trust towards those for whom 

they work, makes it eas ie r for the documental ists to identify with the profession, and 

provides credibil ity towards the outside world and therefore legit imation to the 

profession. A l though a documental ist is different from an archivist in that he is 

primarely interested in information and not in a document as such , it was stated that his 

va lues are comparab le to those of archivists. F rench documental is ts have chosen for a 

text with ethical va lues, not for a code of professional behaviour. Four sets of va lues 

are identified: towards the user; towards the employer; towards the sources of 

information; and towards the profession. F rench l ibrarians, who adopted a code in 

1984, stress three main pr incipies as the bas is for their code: profesional competence; 

intellectual magnanimity towards the documents and the users (meaning that they 

intend to acqui re a ba lanced col lect ion and to provide serv ice in a tactfull and 

responsab le manner). In genera l it can be sa id that the similarity in genera l va lues 

between these two groups and archivists is remarkable indeed. 

In preparat ion for the study day the French assoc ia t ion had sent out a quest ionary to 

their members about the relation between the archivist and their employers, the users, 

the archives ceators, co l leagues , and related professions. On the bas is of the answers 

two texts were formulated for d iscuss ion : a charter - a two paragraph genera l statement 

of pr incipies - and a 20 art ic les code of pract ice, with rules about transfer of 
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documents, conservat ion and communicat ion. In the d iscuss ion famil iar topics as code 

of ethics versus a code of pract ice, a code for internai or for externai use , and a code 

for archivists ve rsus a c o d e for al i information profess ionals were ra ised. No genera l 

agreement was reached . 

The d iscuss ion in Austrá l ia had a more practical caracter. It was not, as in France, the 

theory of a code as such that interested them, but a c a s e s from the everyday life of an 

archivist. On a s tudyday of the Canber ra branch of the Aust ra l ian Assoc ia t ion of 

Archiv is ts ( 1 9 9 3 ) four of such c a s e s were d i scussed . 1 3 They had to do with the attitude 

of the archivist to his col lect ion, to the public, to his super iors and to the profession. 

The most s imple of these c a s e s was the quest ion 'what does an archivist do when the 

minister of foreign affairs, in order to improve the relat ions with an other country, wants 

to present the only or iginal copy of an important document to that country?' The other 

c a s e s were even more complex. From the d iscuss ions arose that the intervention of the 

archivist often presents a compl icat ion, espec ia l ly in c a s e s with a polit icai caracter or 

when there exist confl ict ing interests. 

O n e year later, in 1 9 9 4 , the Asso r . i a r . i o H' A r a v e r s de H a t a l u n y a organ ised a study day 

on the code of ethics. 1 4 O n e of the topics there was the necess i ty to protect (politicai) 

arch ives against loss or destruct ion. The impartiality of the archivist and his 

professional secret were, together with more common subjects as access , the attitude 

to the publ ic and cr i t is is ing of co l leagues , major subjects in the d iscuss ion . 

Wi th the adopt ion of the code of ethics for archivists by the International Counc i l on 

Arch ives in 1 9 9 6 there is now one universal ly accep ted text for the whole profession. 

T h e international c o d e is a mixture of ethics and pract ical matters. T h e 'ten 

commandments 1 are f ocussed on the behaviour of the archivist and stress his 

resposibi l i ty as keeper of the integrity of archives. In everything he does the archivist 

shou ld act respectful ly and professional ly (art. 1, 2, 3, 4 ) . He should record and be able 

to justify his act ions on archival materiais (art. 5 ) . He should st imulate the use of 

arch ives and provide impartial serv ice to everyone (art. 6 ) . In addit ion he is expected to 

respect both a c c e s s and pr ivacy and act within the boudat ies of the law (art.7), to avoid 
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using his posi t ion to unfairly benefit himself or others (art.8), to contínual ly update his 

professional knowledge and share the resuls with others (art.9) and to promote the 

preservat ion and use of the world's documentary heri tage (art. 10). 

S ince the adopt ion of the ICA-code the subject of ethics has found a p lace on the 

agenda of most archival assoc ia t ions. On the meet ing of the international round table 

on archives, last Sep tember in Edinburgh, representat ives of archival assoc ia t ions and 

of national archival serv ices ali over the world made mention of efforts to d iscuss , 

translate, publ ish and/or adopt the code. 1 5 

But let us now come to the praticai s ide of the matter. Wha t is the use of a c o d e ? W h e n 

does an archivist need one, if ever? In the begínning in many countr ies with an old 

archival tradition the react ion of archivists towards the idea of a code has been divided. 

This is not surpr is ing, after ali the archival profess ion has done without a code for more 

than a century. The opponents can be div ided in the ideal ists who think archiv ists don*t 

need a code b e c a u s e everyone is a decent and trustworthy person and the va lues are 

self evident; the cynics, who say the ex is tence of a code won't p reven i ev i ldoers from 

doing evil, especíal ly when a code has no sant ions and anyway archiv ists from the 

private and from the publ ic sector won't agree; and the optimists who be l ieve that 

teaching and iegislat ion are sufficient and that everything can be so lved with common 

sense. 
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countr ies - form part of the archival profession. 

The Amer i can example seems to have acted as a source of inspiration for the 

international s c e n e and for severa l countr ies. A m o n g the first countr ies to fol low the 

Amer ican example was C a n a d a , where in 1991 the Assor.iatinn des Amnivistes du 

Q u e b e c (revised in 1996) and in 1992 the Assnr.iatinn of Canadian Arnhivists adopted 

a c o d e . 4 

Not every code however is the same. One can dist inguish between a c o d e with only 

general va lues and pr incip ies (a true code of ethics) and a code with deta i led 

instructions for every kind of situation (a code of practice). The advantage of a code of 

ethics seems clear: it is fairly e a s y to get agreement under a large group of people 

about genera l pr incip ies. The danger is however that such a code is hardly of any 

practical use. On the other hand a code of pract ice has the danger that i t 'could be 

divis ive or rendered mean ing less by the effort to arch ieve consensus . ' 5 

A compar ison of the texts of the early codes of S A A and the Association d'Archivistes 

du Oueher. c a n il lustrate the dif ference between an ethics or ientated code and a code 

b a s e d on pro fess iona l pract ice. T h e Amer ican code is an example of the last type. I t 

dea ls with nine main topics: col lect ing pol ic ies (III); relation with donors, and 

restrictions (IV); appra isa l , protection and arrangement (V); pr ivacy and privi l iged 

information (VI); use and restrict ions (VII); information about researchers and 

correct ion of errors (VIII); research by archivists (IX); complaints about other institutions 

(X) and profess ional activit ies (XI). Th is code is a pract ical text, deal ing with everyday 

situations. It is fo l iowed by a commentary in which the reason ing of the committee is 

expia ined, and where members of the committee comment on áreas where there was 

no unanimity of opin ion between t h e m . 6 

The Q u e b e c code is quite different. Ethical statements are grouped under four 

head ings summar is ing the duties of the archivist towards society; towards users; 

towards the profess ion; and towards the assoc ia t ion. T h e Q u e b e c code g ives no 

prescript ions, recommendat ions or practical solut ions; it s t resses mainly the attitude 

the archivist shou ld adopt. 

The one type of code is not necessar i l y better than the other; i t is s imply that one type 

of code may suit a part icular country better than another. W h i c h type is c h o s e n 
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depends on the archival tradition. 

In 1990 the Sec t ion of Pro fess iona l Assoc ia t ions of the International Counc i l on 

Arch ives ( I C A / S P A ) became aware of the growing interest in the theme of a code and 

recognised that problems arose because tack of one. For that reason S P A dec ided to 

take on the job of providing an international code of ethics for the archival profession. 7 

The work started with a d iscuss ion at the 1991 spr ing meeting of the Steer ing 

Committee, evaluat ing avai lable codes of ethics or of professional practice. For this the 

Italian archivist Marco C a r a s s i had compi led a working document, based on existíng 

codes of profess ional bodies of archivists, records managers , historians, museum-staff 

and l ibrarians in Austrál ia, C a n a d a , Great Britain and the Uni ted States. In October 

1991 the annual meet ing of S P A delegates dec ided to accept the idea of a code of 

ethics which would contain elements both of a code of ethics and of a code of practice. 

At the 1992 International C o n g r e s s on Arch ives in Montreal the code of ethics was sub-

ject of d iscuss ion by S P A members and other archivists during a symposium. After an 

introduction by the Eng l ish archivist Michae l Roper about the role a code of ethics can 

play in the profess ion a draft code was presented to the professional assoc ia t ions for 

comment and d iscuss ion . In 1993 and 1994 the secretary of S P A , Marco Ca rass i sent a 

improved draft text to ali ICA-bodies, to ali professional assoc ia t ions and to var ious 

related groups. The comments that were rece ived were d i scussed and where needed 

included in the text. F inal ly in 1995 a, what S P A thought was definite, text was pre­

sented to the Execut ive Commit tee of ICA. The Commit tee however expressed the wish 

to have audiov isua l and electronic media eypress is verhis inc luded in the text, wanted 

more accent on the life cyc le principie of arch ives and on the whole asked S P A to look 

at the wording of the text. The text was thereafter worked upon by the S P A steering 

committee in col laborat ion with the president of ICA, dr. J e a n Pierre Wal lot , who had 

made the code of ethics his spec ia l subject. A working group of Wal lot , together with 

the German archivist Re imer Witt and me met twice in Amsterdam. There the text was 

changed and rearranged in what we soon ca l led the 'ten commandments ' . T h e final 

touch was added during a notable meeting of the S P A Steer ing Commit tee in 

Sch lesw ig (Germany; february 1996). There on Saturday 2 February at midnight the 

final touches of the Eng l i sh and French vers ion were added. It will not surpr ise you that 
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our host Re imer Witt marked the occas ion by open ing a bottle of champagne. In its 

spr ing meet ing of 1996, in Ottawa the text was unanimously agreed upon by the 

Execut ive Commit tee. It was approved by the the Genera l Assemb ly of ICA in 

september 1996. 8 At this moment the text is be ing translated in severa l languages and 

d i s cussed and/or adopted by archival assoc ia t ions ali over the world. 

In the per iod S P A was working on the international code the archival assoc ia t ions did 

not sit still. In severa l countr ies study days were organ ised with often a lively debate on 

professional ethics. In some countr ies (Canada , Austrál ia, the Uni ted Kingdom) this 

resulted in a nat ional code . 

In the Uni ted K ingdom ethics appeared twice on the agenda of the annua l general 

meeting of the Soc ie ty of Archiv ists. In 1988 three speakers d i s cussed professional 

ethics: a conservat ion expert, a l ibrarian, and an archivist. 9 The conservat ion expert 

reminded archivists of the pr incipies of conservat ion by Roger El l is (1950), which can 

be summar ized in the words 'good manners towards documents ' and s t ressed the need 

for cooperat ion between archivist and conservator. He judged this necessary in 

a s s e s s i n g the r isks to a document of p roposed treatment, the effect on its evidential 

va lue and the cost-ef fect iveness. The l ibrarian descr ibed the L ib ran /s Assoc ia t ion 's 

code of profess ional conduct, which is in reality a code of ethics in which moral i ssues 

are stated, and its bye laws, wh ich form a code of pract ice, contraventíon of which can 

lead to discip l inary act ion. The archivist, was scept ical about the effect of a code in a 

profess ion made up of people pract ising in very different c i rcumstances. O n e year 

later, at the 1989 annual meet ing, three other speakers d i scussed ethical d i lemmas. A 

bus iness archivist s t ressed that h is primary task was to preserve his masters 

muniments (documents which defend their owners claims). A local government archivist 

and museum officer pointed out that in a community conc ious of its culture the archivist 

must respond to the priorit ies of its patrons. A n d the head of preservat ion of the 

Nat ional Library of Sco t land went into the conflict between preservat ion and access . 1 0 

Al though most of the Eng l i sh speakers were not opposed to the idea of a code of ethics 

the outcome of the debate in the Soc ie ty was incondus ive . In 1988 Counc i l of the 

Soc ie ty had set up a working party to cons ider a code of pract ice. In 1994 a code of 
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conducí, b inding for ai le members of the profess ion, was adopted. 1 1 

The French Assoc ia t ion des Archiv is tes Français gave its members the chance to 

d iscuss the ethics of an archivist during a study day in January 1992. Apart from the 

international debate, their interest in ethics was a lso related to changes in the 

profession. due to decentral isat ion, the rise of bus iness archiv ists and the changes in 

training of archivists. Furthermore the wish was expressed to cooperate with related 

professions. Therefore, after a genera l introduction on the subject of c o d e s of ethics 

and of professional pract ices, and some information about the international debate in 

I C A / S P A , a documental ist and a l ibrarian were invited to give their v iew on the need of, 

and their exper ience with a professional code . 1 2 

The documental ist de fended the need of a code for his profess ion out of the intellectual 

power the documental is t p o s e s s e s , a power which is easy ly m isused . A code def ines 

the limits within which the professionals operate, g ives trust towards those for whom 

they work, makes it eas ie r for the documental is ts to identify with the profess ion, and 

provides credibil i ty towards the outside world and therefore legit imation to the 

profession Al though a documental ist is different from an archivist in that he is 

pnmarely interested in information and not in a document as such , it was stated that his 

va lues are comparab le to those of archivists. F rench documental is ts have chosen for a 

text with ethical va lues, not for a code of professional behaviour. Four sets of va lues 

are identif ied: towards the user; towards the employer; towards the sou rces of 

information; and towards the profession. F rench l ibrarians, who adopted a code in 

1984, s t ress three main pr incipies as the bas is for their code: profesional competence; 

intellectual magnanimity towards the documents and the users (meaning that they 

intend to acqui re a ba lanced col lect ion and to provide serv ice in a tactfull and 

responsab ie manner). In general it can be sa id that the similarity in genera l va lues 

between these two groups and archivists is remarkable indeed. 

In preparat ion for the study day the F rench assoc ia t ion had sent out a quest ionary to 

their members about the relation between the archivist and their employers , the users, 

the archives ceators, co l leagues, and related professions. On the bas is of the answers 

two texts were formuiated for d iscuss ion : a charter - a two paragraph genera l statement 

of pr incipies - and a 20 art icles code of pract ice, with rules about transfer of 
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documents, conservat ion and communicat ion. In the d iscuss ion famil iar topics as code 

of ethics versus a code of pract ice, a code for internai or for externai use , and a code 

for archivists versus a code for all information profess ionals were ra ised. No genera l 

agreement was reached . 

The d iscuss ion in Austrál ia had a more pract ical caracter. It was not, as in France, the 

theory of a code as such that interested them, but a c a s e s from the everyday life of an 

archivist. On a s tudyday of the Canber ra branch of the Aust ra l ian Assoc ia t i on of 

Archiv is ts (1993) four of such c a s e s were d i scussed . 1 3 They had to do with the attitude 

of the archivist to his col lect ion, to the public, to his super iors and to the profess ion. 

The most s imple of these c a s e s was the quest ion 'what does an archivist do when the 

minister of foreign affairs, in order to improve the relat ions with an other country, wants 

to present the only or iginal copy of an important document to that country? ' The other 

c a s e s were even more complex. From the d iscuss ions a rose that the intervention of the 

archivist often presents a compl icat ion, espec ia l ly in c a s e s with a poli t icai caracter or 

when there exist confl ict ing interests. 

One year later, in 1994, the Assor.iar.in d' Arvivers dP Catalunya o rgan ised a study day 

on the code of ethics. 1 4 O n e of the topics there was the necess i ty to protect (politicai) 

archives against loss or destruct ion. The impartiality of the archivist and his 

professional secret were, together with more common subjects as a c c e s s , the attitude 

to the publ ic and cri t is ising of co l leagues, major subjects in the d i scuss ion . 

Wi th the adopt ion of the code of ethics for archivists by the International Counc i l on 

Arch ives in 1996 there is now one universal ly accep ted text for the whole profess ion. 

The international code is a mixture of ethics and pract ical matters. T h e 'ten 

commandments ' are f o c u s s e d on the behaviour of the archivist and s t ress his 

resposibi l i ty as keeper of the integrity of arch ives. In everything he does the archivist 

should act respectful ly and professional ly (art. 1, 2, 3, 4). He shou ld record and be able 

to justify his act ions on archival materiais (art. 5). He should st imulate the use of 

arch ives and provide impartial serv ice to everyone (art. 6). In addit ion he is expected to 

respect both a c c e s s and pr ivacy and act within the boudat ies of the law (art. 7 ) , to avoid 
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using his posit ion to unfairly benefit himself or others (art.8), to continual ly update his 

professional knowledge and share the resuls with others (art.9) and to promote the 

preservat ion and use of the world's documentary heri tage (art.10). 

S ince the adopt ion of the ICA-code the subject of ethics has found a p lace on the 

agenda of most archival assoc ia t ions. On the meeting of the international round table 

on archives, last September in Edinburgh, representat ives of archival assoc ia t ions and 

of national archival serv ices ali over the world made mention of efforts to d iscuss, 

translate, publ ish and/or adopt the code. 1 5 

But let us now come to the praticai s ide of the matter. Wha t is the use of a code? W h e n 

does an archivist need one, í f eve r^ In the beginn/ng in many countr ies with an old 

archival tradition the react ion of archivists towards the idea of a code has been divided. 

This is not surpr is ing, after ali the archival profess ion has done without a code for more 

than a century. The opponents can be div ided in the ideal ists who think archivists don't 

need a code b e c a u s e everyone is a decent and trustworthy person and the values are 

seíf evídent; the cynícs, who say the ex is tence of a code won't prevent evi ldoers from 

doing evil, espec ia i ly when a code has no sant ions and anyway archivists from the 

private and from the publ ic sector won't agree; and the optimists who bel ieve that 

teaching and legislat ion are sufficient and that everything can be so lved with common 

sense . 1 6 But there is much to be sa id in favour of a professional code, i f only because 

it is a lways better to think about va lues and pr incipies and write them down before 

problems ar ise and one has to improvise. 

In general it can be stated that the necess i ty of gu idance by, for instance, a code of 

ethics ar ises when moral va lues and quest ions of integrity are involved. In short at a 

moment when the really difficult cho ises , that every profession knows, have to be 

made. In the archival profess ion these problems very often ar ise in the f ield of 

acquisi t ion and privacy. Let me give you some examples. Wha t should an archivist do 

when he can obtain important material, which is better p laced in another reposi tory? Or 

when he is offered arch ives which are very interesting, but under condit ion of very 

limited a c c e s s ? Or, even worse, when he can get interesting documents but suspects 

they are of dub ious p rovenance? W h e n the archives are safely in his custody his 

problems don't stop. W h a f s to think about the tricky quest ion of pr ivacy? Of course 
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there are laws, rules and regulat ions - but what is to be done when these are not c lear? 

W h e n , for instance, there is no restriction on a c c e s s to a document, but the archivist 

d iscovers that i t conta ins information which can c a u s e ser ious damage to the interests 

of other, still l iving people, or even to his employers? 

Acquis i t ion and pr ivacy are two of the most common subjects about which problems 

can ar ise, but not the only ones. What , for instance, is to be done when an employer 

b e c a u s e of lack of money wants to sel l an important part of the col lect ion to a private 

person, thereby reduc ing access , or when there is pressure on the archivist to destroy 

certain documen ts? 

Of course a c o d e of eth ics can never provide a definite solut ion for problems like these. 

It is not intended to. In the introduction to the ICA code this is made clear. The code is 

a reminder of the essent ia l va lues of the profession: its identity, its miss ion, its p lace in 

society. It prov ides an ethical framework for members of the profession. A n d it is 

precisely for that reason that a code can be a useful instrument for an archival 

assoc ia t ion to assert itself. Recen t expier ience shows that almost everywhere the 

international code provokes a debate among professionals. At almost ali s tudydays on 

archival ethics the archival assoc ia t ions have organ ised in the last ten years archivists 

were forced to rethink the bas ic va lues of the profession. A n d this is as i t should be. 

The ICA code is a l iving document. It can be used to ínform new members of the 

profession of their dut ies and to remind exper ienced co l leagues of their responsibi l i t ies. 

It can a lso be used to show the outside world what the profession stands for and by this 

illustrate the importance of arch ives for society. 

To d iscuss and adopt a code is not the end of the proces. It must have a p lace in 

professional training and to make a code really effective one needs an authority and 

perhaps even sanct ions. The international code has no sanct ions. I C A / S P A rel ies on 

the profess ional assoc ia t ions , nat ional and otherwise, for its adopt ion and enforcement. 

On national levei every country has its own way to deal with archivists who act against 

the code. In the Uni ted States for instance S A A s ince 1994 knows a Commit tee in 

Eth ics and Pro fess iona l Conduct . Th is body is charged with the task to review on a 

cont inuing bas is the S A A code of ethics, to propose changes when necessary and to 

deve lop a procedure for treating complaints - by preference by mediat ion between 
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parties. 1 7 In the Uni ted K ingdom the d iscuss ion about ethics led to a p rocess of 

defining the profess ion, of certif ication of archival training and to a development toward 

a register of archiv ists - from which a misbehav ing co l league c a n be stuck. E v e n in 

countr ies without a formai code there exist such groups and procedures, l ike Italy 

where 'prohi viri' (wise man) judge professional behaviour. 

It is in this f ield that the professional assoc ia t ion can play an important role. That is 

because in many countr ies the assoc ia t ion is a binding element. It prov ides the only 

fórum where ali archiv ists can d iscuss professional matters on a more or less equal 

foot, regard less of status or hierarchical relations. It is therefore, in my opin ion, one of 

the main responsab i l i zes of a professional assoc ia t ion to guard the va lues and 

standards of the profess ion. We live in an age of rapid change - think of growing 

specia l izat ion among archivists (with ali the dangers of the group fal l ing apart), 

changes in training (with more emphas is on information management and electronic 

rcords), p rocesses of privatisation, the rapid growth of e lectronic arch ives (and ali its 

problems of se lect ion and preservation), and the ever growing importance of pr ivacy 

regulations. In this wor ld the assoc ia t ions face an important cha l lenge indeed. 

Thank you for your attention. 
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