
Theme Two, Case One: De-Accessioning -- Due 6/25 

Jun 14 at 12am 

16 16 unread replies. 16 16 replies.  

You are the head of special collections at a nonsectarian institution located in the deep South. The 

institution had been founded by Baptists but it has no official affiliation to that church. One of your 

archivists is a Zoroastrian who worships a supreme god, Ahura Mazda, who requires good deeds for help 

in his cosmic struggle against the evil spirit Ahriman. 

One day you discover when looking in a recycle bin that she has been throwing away certain items in 

archival collections. When you ask she says that the papers she threw away weren't pertinent. These 

include such things as images of nude Zulus in tribal gear taken by a famous anthropologist, files on 

convicted criminals from an attorney’s papers, and drafts of a book by a faculty member who wrote about 

transexuality. After pressing her on those reasons, she admits that she also viewed them as immoral and 

sought to effect her religious beliefs.  

Questions Presented: 

1. Should religious beliefs play a role in what archives keep? Would that depend on whether the archives 

was the archives of a religious institution? 

2. De-accessioning usually happens after you've acquired the collection. Would a clearly defined 

acquisitions policy help to avoid unwanted materials or collections getting into your possession in the first 

place? 

3. What employment actions should be made with this employee? What instructions should she be given? 

 

Unless the institution is religious by nature and specialized in religion-specific collections, there is no 

room for religion in the applied practices of an archivist within an archive. Some archives – perhaps for 

an archdiocese or religious association – will have collections that are religion-specific. The collections 

accessioned into their care will be of a specific nature, and if they do not fit the appraisal requirements 

(i.e. they do not conform to the overall vision of the archive’s collections) then they will not be accepted 

by the archive.  

However, in this instance, the institution is a secular institution without official affiliation to a religion. 

This employee is operating completely out of bounds, disregarding basic principles to which archivists 

must conform when working with archival collections in their care. By discarding items that she found 

contradictory to her religious beliefs, this employee is allowing her personal beliefs to interfere with her 

obligation to care for the archival materials. 

Operating without bias or subjectivity is mentioned in several appraisal models reviewed in one of this 

week’s PowerPoint presentations, including Terry Eastwood, Frank Boles, and Hans Booms, whose 

model directs archivists to “avoid interjecting into the appraisal process [their] own values.” Establishing 

an acquisitions policy would certainly help archives avoid the need to spend time on de-accessioning, 

but in this instance de-accessioning is not what is occurring. This employee is not consulting anyone in 

her decision to rid the collections of materials she finds contradictory to her religious beliefs. Perhaps a 

clear code of employee conduct would suit this employee better if she continues to work at this 

institution.  



I do not have managerial work experience, and am not sure about the severity of the disciplinary action 

that should be taken with this employee. Firing her seems a bit extreme, but I wouldn’t want to risk 

keeping her in her current position should she continue to throw valuable items from the collections 

away. Perhaps a reprimand and re-education on her position as an archivist would be appropriate, and 

should she continue with her reckless actions then termination would be required. She should be 

directed to view collections subjectively, setting aside her religious beliefs in relation to the materials 

with which she is working. If she is unable to separate her religious beliefs from her work, then she 

should be encouraged to seek employment elsewhere.  

 

Theme Two, Case Two: ACQUISTIONS -- Due 6/25 

Jun 14 at 12am 

13 13 unread replies. 13 13 replies.  

You are the head of the archival processing unit for your university archives. At the monthly meeting with 

the curators, you are told that they are negotiating to acquire the collection of the Grateful Dead which 

contains 5,000 cartons (usually new collections are no more than 100 cartons maximum). You're told that 

the collection has strong support from a core faculty group.  It also contains thousands of audio and 

videotape, a medium that the staff have no technical expertise. The curators say it's a great collection that 

will build the archives reputation but it's on a topic tangential to your acquisition focus on the 1960's Free 

Speech Movement. It will come with no money to process and no funds for preserving. It will also fill your 

existing storage. 

Questions Presented: 

1. Would you argue against this acquisition? 

2. What arguments would you bring forward to fend off this acquisition? 

3. If you lose the argument and the collection is accepted, what plans would you make to bring the 

collection to your institution? 

Yes, I would argue against such an acquisition.  

They seem to be so blinded by the notoriety of such an acquisition that they are neglecting the fact that 

many resources will be tapped out by bringing this collection into the archive. Storage space will be 

completely usurped, personnel will be forced to abandon other projects due to the size of the collection, 

and special training will be have to be sought out in order to deal with the technological requirements of 

the collection.  

Another detractor for this acquisition is the fact that it does not fit with the existing collection, and 

sounds to lack in material that would actually support the mission of the institution’s collection. This 

new collection seems to have little to recommend it, other than the supposed bolstering of the archive’s 

reputation, but I wonder how the reputation will benefit from a collection that does not comply with the 

archive’s mission while reducing the archive’s resources.  

The enormity of this collection will probably exhaust the most likely limited monetary resources of the 

institution, leaving little to nothing left for the acquisition of materials that would actually enhance the 



collection; that the collection would be accessioned without additional funds for processing and 

preservation presents yet another drain on the archive’s resources. 

Additional staff will be required to process a collection of this magnitude – a call for volunteers may be 

appropriate since the archive will need to strictly monitor its remaining funds. The issue of storage space 

is a concern, but processing the collection as quickly as possible seems to be the only way to mitigate 

this issue, and even that effort may not alleviate the storage issue.  


