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Introduction

When I joined the Bergen City Archives 23 years ago, I did not want to be an archivist. I had just received my master degree in history and I wanted to be a historian. My job at the City Archives – arranging and describing public records from the 1930s (i.e. removing clips and staples and replacing them with folded paper and putting them in boxes and listing the files) – was not very intellectually stimulating; in fact, it was very, very dull. So when the City Archivist asked me to try and find records documenting the pension rights of a retired teacher, I grabbed the opportunity to do something different from moving paper. 
The person in question claimed that she had had two more years of service than the Pension Fund accepted, and she needed to have these years – if I remember correctly it in the middle of the 1960s – documented to get a full pension. She had been employed by a municipality that had been merged with the City of Bergen in 1972. The records from this municipality were still in their original place, dusty and somewhat chaotic. There were several linear meters of documents to look trough, and I remember thinking that it could take me some days to get through this archive..., so what if I didn't find anything? What if she remembered wrongly and the Pension Fund were right? What if the records were lost and couldn’t be found? How much time could I afford to spend looking for documents that maybe didn't exist?  But then, if she was right, shouldn't she have a fair chance get what was rightfully hers? Had I the right to refuse her justice? She needed hard facts to prove her case. And public records are usually considered to be hard facts, while our memories are not. 

This was my first encounter with the problem of justice in an archival context, and in an almost classical setting: on one hand a person trusting her memory and demanding what she thinks is her rights; on the other hand her antagonist, relying on his personal records and claiming that she is wrong – and in comes the archivist, acting as the neutral instrument of society, trying to solve the case by finding the evidence in the original and authentic records. 

Of course, this classical setting is based on a certain social and ideological conditions that are products of a certain society, namely the 20th century Western World: the notion of the neutral archivist, the notion of the archival evidence, and the notions of originality, of authenticity and so on. In this world, the written record is considered to be more reliable than peoples’ memories; public and corporate records are considered to have stronger evidential value than personal records – both judicially and in peoples’ minds. The notion of the archival document as a “carrier of truth” is deeply rooted in European culture. 
The “War Children’s” Memories and the Silence of the Archives  

These problems of memory, archives and evidence were actualised by the Norwegian Government’s White Paper on reparation and compensation to the “War Children”, issued last year. The “War Children” are the 10 – 12.000 children born between 1941 and -46 by Norwegian mothers and with German fathers.
 Their fate became a topic of public debate in the late 1990s, when accusations of systematic maltreatment and harassment by society were made public. This debate led to a research project organised by the Norwegian Research Council in 1998, which did conclude that the “War Children” as a group had been victimized and illegally deprived of some of their civilian rights in the first decade after the Second World War.  As a result of this, the Norwegian Prime Minister publicly asked forgiveness for these acts in his New Year Speech in 2000.  

The White Paper proposed a system of individual compensation to persons who had experienced “grave suffering, loss or damage” due to infringement and persecution in their neighbourhoods, at school or by public officials. The size of the compensation will be made dependent on the documentation that an individual might bring forth – the better documentation the larger compensation and vice versa. When such documentation can't be found, a smaller compensation may be given dependent on individual statements that make it credible that the person in question had experienced “grave suffering, loss or damage”.     

The “War Children’s” organisations (there are three of them) have reacted strongly against this proposal. They have argued that it is not possible to claim such documentation, because it will be accidental if any archival documentation of the individuals' childhoods may be found. As an alternative, two of these organisations have proposed an arrangement where compensation should be given according to each person’s individual story. The third organisation has proposed a collective arrangement where all “war children” should be given the same amount of compensation.  

And the “War Children’s” organisations are right: The archival documentation of the “War Children’s” individual histories is defective and accidental. Even the White Paper agrees on this.
There are several reasons for this situation:  

Firstly, the Norwegian society had a very negative attitude towards the “War Children” and their mothers during the first decade after WW2. The children were regarded as the “enemy’s offspring” and their mothers as probably retarded persons (how else could they have been socialising with the enemy?) The children were – by certain influential individuals – even considered to be a threat towards our “national mental health”, and there were strong initiatives to adopt them abroad – on one occasion an Australian delegation was offered 12.000 children immigrants more or less across the table...  In a situation like this, the “War Children” had no real social protection. It was not very likely that anybody would interfere to stop mobbing or harassment of “War Children” or report such acts to the childcare departments or the school officials, even though this probably would have been done if the victims were “ordinary" children. 

Consequently, there will probably be an under-representation of cases concerning harassment of “War Children” in the archives of municipal childcare departments. When these authorities did act regarding “war children”, the purpose usually was to remove the children from their mothers due to what was considered to be “poor upbringing” and send them to children’s homes or foster families.   

Secondly, and this is probably just as important: The archive represents a selective memory. We all know that the archiving process includes a series of selections, starting with the creation of records and continuing through appraisal, arrangement and description and finally the use of archives. Dutch archival thinker Eric Ketelaar has introduced the concept of archivalisation to describe “the conscious or unconscious choice (determined by social and cultural factors) to consider something worth archiving”
. The record is “a trace of the event” – but it is impossible to archive “everything” about an event, the record creator must select what information that seems to be “essential” and discard what seems to be unnecessary and worthless. Such choices have differed in time and space, because the social and cultural factors have changed. In the 1950s the Norwegian public administration system was less transparent and less accountable to the public than it is today, and therefore it produced less documentation. The legislation on freedom of information and transparency (that today gives me the right to be informed about cases concerning me, to see all documents in such cases and to complain against decisions concerning myself) was not introduced until the end of the 1960s. This legislation also made it mandatory that all decisions made by public bodies should be supported by relevant written documentation, i.e. archival records. From the late 60s, this led to a considerable growth in the amount of documents that were produced and archived. 
Prior to this legislation, however, public administration did archive less information than what is customary today. This was probably even more the situation in smaller organisations like the childcare administrations and children’s homes, which were poorly staffed and had limited resources. So in the late 40s and in the 50s the notion of what was considered worth archiving was different from today; less information was archived.    

Some of the records that actually were created at that time do not exist today. The main reason for this is neglect. In Norway both childcare administration and institutions and primary schools have been (and still are) municipal fields of responsibility. And the municipal sector has had a very weak archival tradition; more than 90% of the existing professional municipal archival institutions have been established in the late 1980s or later. Consequently records have been lost or destroyed by accident. And of course, such a defective system did make it easier for those who had something to hide to and wanted to get rid of documentary evidence.     

To summarise: The political climate and administrative system in the first decades after WW2 had two important consequences regarding the “War Children”: Most of those who needed aid did not get it, because the public and the child care authorities usually did not act when “War Children” suffered mobbing and harassment. Secondly, when the authorities did act and the children were moved to children’s homes, these actions were documented in a way we today would consider defective, or they were not documented at all. Eventually, some of the records that actually were created have been lost or destroyed, due to poor management or even to hide someone’s acts. 

This has led to situation where the archives usually are silent about the “war children’s” individual stories. And the “War Children” did not create their own archives; like so many other groups without power and recourses their voices were not archived.  The archival silence is overwhelming, contradicted only by the individual memories of the “War Children”. However, these memories were not considered to have the necessary quality to be regarded as documentation by the Norwegian Government’s White Paper. As a result of this, the “War Children” will have to approach the archives to search for the documentation they need.
The Archivist’s Power

In April this year the Norwegian Parliament approved the White Paper’s proposal of compensation to “War Children”, based on what documentation the individual might produce. So in the months to come some thousand people in their 60s will call on Norwegian archives to ask for possible documentation of “grave suffering, loss or damage” due to their previous status as “War Children”. They will be demanding justice, and will be coming to the archives – to quote Sir Hilary Jenkinson – “to know the Means of Knowledge”.  There is but one problem: In most cases those “Means of Knowledge” probably will be very difficult to find – if it exists at all.  What are archivists supposed to do in a situation like this? 

The archivist is the intermediary between someone asking for information – the user – and the archives where the information may or may not be found. This puts the archivist in a position of power in relation to the user, because she controls access to the information he needs. She knows more about the archives than he does, she knows where information may be found, she knows if he will get better answers at other archives, and she can decide how much of her time and knowledge she will share with him.      

How do we archivists react when people asking for documentation of injustice approach us, and we know that the documentation asked for most may be difficult to find or maybe can’t be found at all? I think that there in such cases only are two alternatives.  
The first alternative is to handle the enquiry in a formally correct manner, without providing any extra service, just like we handle any other enquiry we get. In Norwegian archives this will include introducing the user to the fining aids and helping him identifying the records in question. If the records exist and can be identified, they will be obtained from the repositories and made available for the user. If they can't be identified, the story stops here.

The other alternative is to provide extra service and use our archival expertise to uncover any possible existing documentation. As Ketelaar points out, knowledge about the factors of archivalisation is necessary to understand archives and see trough and behind the documents and find the messages they carry.  As archivists we do possess such knowledge. So we can use this to investigate on the conditions of record creation in the given period to try to find out what information might have been archived in the first place, if any of the records might have been lost, and if there could be any information in other archives. In most cases we will uncover some “trace of the event”. We can even try to reconstruct his individual history from these few traces that are found. In other words, we can set out to turn every stone to try and find what the client has asked for. Finally, we eventually must sit down together with the client and try to explain to him why some records may be missing and what’s possible to reconstruct from those traces that do exist. 
Of course, such extra service will take time and resources from other important tasks at the archives. I know some archive directors that would not be very happy with things like this, and I know some that would encourage it. But our archival knowledge has given us the power to do such things, and why shouldn’t we do this? What’s the correct thing for an archivist to do?    

One archival institution that has recent and important experiences from such cases is the Bergen City Archives. Bergen is the second largest city in Norway, with about 250.000 inhabitants, and is situated on the West Coast. In the early 1990s, some people who had spent their childhoods in children’s homes made public allegations that they had suffered systematic neglect and maltreatment and even sexual abuse while staying in children’s homes in the 50s and 60s. They initiated a campaign for reparation, which at first was denied by the city authorities. However, after years of heated political debate, there was set up an independent investigation commission in 2001. The commission's report concluded that there had been several and grave shortcomings in most of the children’s homes and that some children had been subject to sexual and/or physical abuse in some of the institutions. As a result of this, the city council set up a special reparation system and appointed a commission to handle all applications for compensation from former children’s homes inmates. This commission will investigate each case, including what archival documents that may be found, and make the decisions on the compensation that should be given.  

The Bergen City Archives has played an important role during this process, both prior to the establishment of the reparation system and after. At the beginning of their campaign for reparation, the ex-children’s home people approached the City Archives to get documentation of their past. The City Archives answered to this by spending substantial recourses on these enquiries, for several reasons: 

Firstly, it was necessary to identify where documentation might be found. 50 years ago, the present municipality of Bergen was five different municipalities, each with their own school authorities, social and childcare departments and so on. The procedures for decision-making in childcare management were different from today, and different public bodies might have had a say in such cases. Finally, the children’s homes in question were run by different bodies: private organisations or municipal, regional or state authorities. Consequently, the relevant documentation might be found in the fonds from some 30 different municipal bodies at the City Archives alone (and probably in several fonds at the Regional State Archives and the Regional Archives as well). And, as I have emphasised above, these records could be incomplete or lost.  

Secondly, because of this complicated and fragmented archival landscape, tracing one person’s childcare history could be a time-consuming business. To be able to identify where the one person’s records might be found, it sometimes was necessary to interview the individual to hear his or her personal stories. In some cases, these memories became the keys that opened the archives and made it possible to find documentation on why, where and when – why a person had been taken care of by the child care authorities, which children’s home a he had been in at, and when he had been there. Such evidence could constitute a basis for further action from the individual, e.g. make it possible to get in touch with other individuals who had been at the same place, organise common initiatives and so on. 

As a result of this time-consuming and systematic labour, archivists at the City Archives accumulated an advanced competence on the administrative and archival procedures of the childcare authorities in the 20th century. This competence has become an invaluable resource in the ex-children’s home people’s campaign for justice, e.g. when it comes to reconstructing the histories of individuals when the archival traces are scarce.           

By giving priority to enquiries from these clients, the City Archives undoubtedly helped this campaign to gain the momentum needed to create a situation where the city authorities had to set up an investigation committee and finally bring about the reparation system. We do not know what would have happened without the documentation provided by the Archives, but it is possible that the result could have been different. It is interesting to note that similar initiatives in other cities did not succeed until after the authorities in Bergen had acknowledged their responsibilities and set up their reparation system.   

I think that this example shows us that the power of the archivist can be a social power. It is not limited to the reading room. It does not even start there; this power is present in all archival work, in appraisal, in arrangement and description, in giving access and in outreach activities. The archivist's power can give people back their individual histories. And in such cases, I think, the encounter between the archivist and the user will be the critical factor which will decides how the archivist’s power will be used and what influence it will have.    

The social archivist

During the last 15 years there has been a change in the public use of archives in Norway. Back in the 70s and 80s the "typical users" were academics (researchers or graduate students working on their masters), family historians or people looking for documentation of property rights. Today, a substantial part of the public requests – especially in municipal archives – comes from people looking for documentation of individual legal rights to achieve justice and reparation. At the Bergen City Archives, 55% of the public requests last year were about such cases. 50% of these came from former children’s home inmates as a result of the special reparation system; the other half covered other areas
.  

What are the reasons for these changes? Of course, grass-roots initiatives like the ex-children's homes people in Bergen, the organisation "Justice for the Losers" and the Wars Children's organisations may claim some credit for this development. They have mobilised a lot of people to demand past injustice re-made, and in this process they have given archives publicity and made the public more aware of the archival functions in our society. 
But I think that the basic reason for this changing use of archives is a change in public mentality regarding their right to public services. The Norwegian so-called “welfare state legislation” from the late 1950s and 1960s granted the population the rights to a growing number of fundamental societal services. What we are experiencing today is that the first generation of individuals who had the rights to these services, but for some reason did not get them, are seeking compensation for this and coming to the archives for documentation. And we have good reason to expect that this development will continue and grow stronger in the years to come, and that finding documentation of individual social rights will emerge as one of the fundamental archival functions in the 21st century. 

This development will confront the archives with certain inescapable challenges. The fist one is to provide fair and just services to all users. In a democratic society a main societal objective for archives – as for libraries and museums – must be to “give individuals equal rights to information and knowledge, and to contribute to giving everybody equal opportunities to develop as active citizens and participants in a living democracy”
. Giving such equal access to information and knowledge regardless of class, gender or ethnicity is a necessary aspect of an archival social justice. But what does it imply? As a matter of fact, giving equal rights to archival information must be equivalent to giving unequal services, because people have unequal qualifications to use and understand archives. People with little or no knowledge of what may be found in the archives, have a greater need for assistance from the archivist than the experienced user. People with little or no knowledge of bureaucrat rhetoric will need special aid to interpret and understand the content of a document. Very often the people with the greatest need for archival aid also will have the greatest need for individual assistance from the archivist. In my opinion, the development of such services is a democratic obligation for an archival institution. The archives must accept that they are societal institutions, set up by society to serve society's needs. For the archivists, this involves adapting to and working with new users, for whom the archivist's power may be decisive for their future lives. The archivist will be forced to respond to the challenges of justice, both as fulfilment of the democratic right to access and as to rectify the injustices of the past. And this will occur more or less on a daily basis. 
But is it possible for the archivist to answer to these calls of justice and still honour our traditional virtues of impartiality and objectivity? 
In the ICA Code of Ethics there are several references to this impartiality of the archivist. The comments to code 1, which deals with the archivist relation to the archival material, states: "The objectivity and impartiality of archivists is the measure of their professionalism." The comment to code 6, which deals with the relation to the users, says: "They should offer impartial advice to all, and employ available resources to provide a balanced range of services." How does answering to the call of justice fit with these statements? 

In one sense, this does not fit at all. If "offering impartial advice to all" and "a balanced range of services" implies treating everybody alike, following the same rules and procedures and giving equal services to all, regardless if the user is a homeless person looking for documentation of his life or a well-respected academic researcher looking for research material, then the Code of Ethics could be an obstacle to social justice, a barrier to the democratic access to records. The archivist will have to spend more time with the homeless person to make sure that he gets the information he needs, giving him more advice, helping him to formulate the appropriate questions to identify the wanted documents and explaining the content and the context of the documents to him (or explaining why the archives are silent in his case). The researcher probably doesn't need such extra advice or services. 
So if we pursue this literal reading of these statements, our praxis would favour those users who need the smallest amount of assistance, i.e. our traditional users, and exclude the user with the greatest need for our help (both as advice and documentation).  Of course, there are alternative readings of these statements. Some colleagues would probably identify the spirit of the code as giving users equal access to understanding archival material.  

The problem is that the Code doesn't say this explicitly, but focuses on the notions of objectivity and impartiality - concepts that are deeply problematic with regards to both the new social roles of archives developing in the world today and the anti-positivist critique of the last decade. In my opinion these statements are ready for revision. They reflect out-dated concepts of the archivist's social roles; she is no longer the handmaiden of historical research that in Jenkinson's world did “exist to make other people's work possible". And archival theory and praxis no longer constitutes a supportive discipline for historical research, but occupies its own space as an independent scientific discipline. 

The changes in the societal use of archives have led to the emergence new archival praxises. The archivist cannot remain isolated in the ivory tower, but must engage in new social circumstances, such as the children's home affair in Bergen, where the positions of "impartiality" and giving a "balanced range of services" would have aborted the former clients' campaign. Confronted with people who are seeking justice, it is impossible to remain impartial. The archivist's praxis will decide. If she chooses merely to follow the procedures and rules of old she will act as an instrument of those who want to uphold status quo. If she chooses to provide the extra services needed to document or reconstruct the history of the client, she acts as an instrument of justice.  

The new social roles of archives have also made apparent the need for an enrichment of archival theory. As the example from Bergen have shown, the competence to reconstruct people's histories from a few remaining traces could be a crucial service for those whose histories have been lost or hidden. The ability to do this is dependent on comprehensive research into the circumstances of administrative and record creation procedures as integral part of archival description. And of course, the new societal uses of archives also must lead to changes in appraisal theory and praxis; the traditional archival values formulated by Schellenberg – and some advocates of functional appraisal have to a certain degree reproduced these – focus almost solely on archives as sources for historical research. But this is not a sufficient theoretical basis for appraisal praxis. Let me for a short while return to my starting point, the retired teacher. Did she get her full pension? Yes, she did. I found evidence that she had worked as a teacher in those two missing years back in the 1960s. So justice prevailed, but just so... The records that documented her employment should in fact have been destroyed after 10 years, according to the Norwegian rules for appraisal and destruction. But they hadn't, because the creating body had been dissolved some years earlier and the records had been left to themselves.  
This was my first encounter with call of justice in an archival setting, and it undoubtedly changed my image of archives. It was one of the initials steps on the road that eventually led me here, to Johannesburg. Luckily, I didn’t anticipate this then, or I probably would have panicked. 
In this talk I have concentrated on the how archival institutions and archivists should answer to the call of justice on the individual level, how they should to work with individuals who need to win back their own histories, and how archivists should use their exceptional competence to try to document and reconstruct these. I have not dealt with these problems on the collective level; even this also must be an important issue for archives and archivists. The reason for this is simple enough: The recent Norwegian experiences apply mainly to such individual cases. But of course, the quest for justice is not exclusive an individual thing. When each individual War Child has listened to our Prime Minister’s apology, when he or she has received some economic compensation for a destroyed childhood (if destroyed childhoods can be compensated with money), some might argue that justice has been done. I do not think so. In this case the realisation of justice will also be depended on what society can do to rehabilitate the War Children as a social group, and here I think that the archives have a special mission: To invite this group to tell their own stories, to archive these stories and make them available for any use; to give space to their silenced voices and give them the possibility to rectify the archival heritage(s). In one sense this will represent the start of a process of restoring memory to its rightful place in the archival landscape. I really hope to be able talk about such experiences some time in the near future.  
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