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Reconceptualizing Academic 
Libraries and Archives in the 
Digital Age
Michael J. Paulus, Jr.

I … always imagined Paradise
To be a sort of library.

—Jorge Luis Borges, “The Gifts”1

abstract: This paper considers the concept of “the archive” in the digital age and the situation of 
libraries and archives within the lifecycle of information. After discussing the changing nature of 
books, records, scholarly communication, and the concept of “the archive,” this paper merges book 
and record lifecycle models into a new archival cycle. To avail themselves of the opportunities and 
to confront the challenges presented by digital materials, librarians and archivists are beginning to 
assume new roles and reposition themselves within this archival cycle. As professional trajectories 
converge, preservation can be linked with creation or distribution and it becomes easier to imagine 
a viable model for curating the archive in the twenty-first century. 

Introduction 

Jorge Luis Borges’s short story “The Library of Babel” has the potential to open up 
for a reader the mysterious or even metaphysical power of the concept of the library: 
“[e]verything is there … .” But if one considers a more technical understanding of a 

library, as the site of curated collections, one may be inclined to conclude that Borges’s 
chaotic bibliographic universe is not worthy of the name: “[e]verything is there … the 
faithful catalogue of the Library, thousands and thousands of false catalogues, a dem-
onstration of the fallacy of these catalogues, a demonstration of the fallacy of the true 
catalogue. …”2 And yet Borges wrote this story, during a period “of solid unhappiness,” 
when he was earning a living “as a quite junior librarian.”3 Sometimes, there is some-
thing to be gained—dystopian in some instances, utopian in others (see the epigraph 
above)—from more flexible uses of technical terms. The irresolvable tension between 
technical and popular uses of terms can become a source of creative insight. 
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Perhaps more so than with the word library, popular and scholarly uses of the term 
archive—to refer to an idea, an institution, an accumulation of physical or digital materi-
als, a process, or a service—extend the meaning of the archive beyond what archivists, 
who typically deprecate the singular form of the noun, understand by the word.4 At 
the author’s previous institution, current scholarly projects that invoke the term archive 

spanned this semantic range: a classi-
cist’s analysis of Herodotus’ use of oral 
sources (which, as a point of inscribed 
testimony, Paul Ricoeur calls “the birth 
of the archive”5); a writer’s imaginative 
and inscriptive work with his family’s 
archive; a provost’s use of institutional 
archives; literary scholars’ use of a com-
mercial virtual archive; a historian’s 
work enhancing a digital archive of 
correspondence; a designer’s creation 
of a digital photographic archive; 
and a chemist’s development of open 
pedagogical software and e-textbooks. 

Many academic librarians agree that library services need to evolve to support the 
creation of such scholarly works, and many academic archivists agree that institutional 
archives need to evolve to preserve them. By linking more theoretical understandings 
of the archive, as an initial act or historical manifestation of inscription, with the more 
technical process of preserving such traces, academic librarians and archivists have the 
opportunity to build on the recognized value of the library as an archive, to position the 
library as a site of creation, to confront the reality of digital “archives in the wild,” and 
to reconceptualize their roles within the archival lifecycle.6 

Marlene Manoff points to “a convergence of interest among scholars, archivists, 
and librarians” around the term “archive,” and she has shown how new theorizations 
of the archive “enable us to think productively about the nature of digital objects and 
the ways in which they alter cultural memory and historical transmission.”7 This paper 
considers one of the most influential and ambitious attempts to understand the archival 
impulse, Jacque Derrida’s Archive Fever. It situates Derrida’s theoretical perspective 
of the archive within the history and emerging future of books, records, libraries, and 
archives and it connects Derrida’s musings with a new curatorial model for academic 
libraries and archives in the digital age. This model, which merges established book 
and record lifecycle models to create a new archival cycle, can be used to represent how 
librarians and archivists are beginning to take on new roles and reposition themselves 
within the lifecycle of information to engage with the opportunities and challenges 
presented by digital materials. As professional trajectories intersect and converge, and 
as preservation becomes more closely linked with creation or distribution, it becomes 
easier to conceive of a viable and sustainable model for curating the archive in and for 
the twenty-first century. 

. . . academic librarians and archivists 
have the opportunity to build on the 
recognized value of the library as an 
archive, to position the library as a 
site of creation, to confront the reality 
of digital “archives in the wild,” and to 
reconceptualize their roles within the 
archival lifecycle.
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The New Instability of the Record

For centuries, the book has been the primary means and metaphor for transmitting 
knowledge. Now, the screen is increasingly eclipsing the book as both means and meta-
phor. But then what is a book? For the last five hundred years or so, the working—but 
imperfect—definition has been “a printed codex for public consumption.”8 But before 
the eventual hegemony of print, a book could be a manuscript or printed codex.9 Before 
that, it could be a scroll or a tablet.10 One bibliographer, taking a long view of writing 
technologies, defines a book as “any vehicle conveying a message through the symbolic 
representation of language.”11 This definition is helpful, in that it includes both the mate-
rial medium and the message it transmits, but it is a rather inclusive definition. If this is a 
book, then what is a record? In classical Latin, to re-cor-dare was to give something “back 
to the heart and the mind after the passage of time.”12 In early English, “record” first 
meant an oral testament; later, it referred to a written document.13 Like a book, a record 
is now understood to be a material medium that transmits a message across space and 
time. But distinct from a book, or as a particular type of book, a record is a proximate, 
persistent representation of some activity for limited distribution.14 With digital materi-
als, formal distinctions between books and records are becoming harder to maintain.15

Books and records are among the oldest artifacts. They are also the commonest: 
there are more cuneiform tablets than 
ancient palaces; more Greek and Ro-
man inscriptions than temples; and 
more medieval manuscripts than 
cathedrals.16 Over time, repositories 
and systems, such as libraries and 
archives, have emerged to manage 
the historical archive of published 
books and the records of individuals 
or institutions. But there are open questions about what will become of books that are 
digitized or created online, in some cases as evolving networked works, and about what 
will become of records that exist in new and diverse forms, such as text messages or 
messages embedded in social networking websites. How will these new messages and 
media, increasingly in digital form and distributed across global networks, be archived 
or made persistent? 

Scholarly communication has not been unaffected by new communication media 
and methods. A 2008 Association of Research Libraries report on digital scholarly com-
munication claimed that “new forms of scholarship and scholarly works … are no longer 
hypothetical but increasingly part of the everyday reality of research and scholarship.”17 
In 2007, an MLA report on evaluating scholarship for tenure and promotion found it 
necessary, in light of such changes, to make this distinction: “scholarship should not be 
equated with publication, which is, at bottom, a means to make scholarship public. … 
Publication is not the raison d’être of scholarship; scholarship should be the raison d’être 
of publication.”18 In the Spring 2010 MLA Newsletter, the association’s president wrote: 
“[d]octoral students in the modern languages will increasingly create and use digital 
archives and invent multimodal forms of scholarly presentation and communication in 

How will these new messages and 
media, increasingly in digital form and 
distributed across global networks, be 
archived or made persistent?



Reconceptualizing Academic Libraries and Archives942

the next decade. Why should the dissertation remain inflexibly wedded to traditional 
book-culture formats?”19 And in January 2010, the Center for Studies in Higher Educa-
tion released the results of a three-year study of faculty needs and practices throughout 
the “scholarly communication lifecycle,” from “in-progress scholarly communication” 
through “archival publication.” The study, observing that “[e]xperiments in new genres 
of scholarship and dissemination are occurring in every field,” identified five areas in 
the current scholarly communication system that “require real attention”: (1) tenure and 
promotion practices; (2) peer review; (3) journal and monograph publishing platforms; 
(4) new publishing platforms; and (5) “[s]upport for managing and preserving new 
research methods and products.”20

Changes in communication media and methods are changing the nature of the cul-
tural and scholarly record: they are changing the materials that constitute this archive 
as well as the ease with which it can be augmented and accessed. As material forms 
change, twentieth-century understandings of books, records, and scholarly communica-
tion are evolving. Understandings of academic libraries and archives need to evolve as 
well to support the creation and preservation of new forms of communication and the 
new “digital materiality of digital culture.”21 

The Concept of the Archive

The long lecture that Jacques Derrida delivered at the Freud Museum in 1994, “The 
Concept of the Archive: A Freudian Impression,” which was later published as a short 
book titled Archive Fever: A Freudian Impression, has been widely commented upon and 
variously interpreted. Derrida’s attempt to deconstruct the concept of the archive—to 
explore the dynamics of the natural, psychological archive (the memorial archive) as well 
as the artificial, technological archive (the scriptural archive)—identifies a number of 
interesting characteristics of the archive or the process of archiving.22 Derrida’s insights 
about the archive, which in later works he extended more fully into the digital age, can be 
synthesized constructively with more traditional or technical understandings of archives.

The archive is, traditionally and most basically, a site of documentation. Thus Ricoeur 
defines an archive “as a physical place that shelters the destiny of … the documentary 
trace.”23 For Derrida, the archive includes a physical place, such as the Freud Museum, 
but Derrida is interested in the process of archiving that creates such sites—the process 
of documentation—and in what archived traces forget, remember, and defer.24 Derrida 
says, “We are in need of archives” because we are “burning with a [fever].” For Derrida, 
this is a very Freudian fever, inspired by the possibility of forgetfulness and a sense of 
finitude, which produces a compulsion to save as well as destroy.25 We inscribe and then 
consign a trace to an external location, an archive; but once the trace is externalized, it 
is at risk of being destroyed.26 Derrida therefore sees the archive as something “intrinsi-
cally unstable.”27

Another Freudian concept that Derrida brings to the archive is “retrospective causal-
ity.” Derrida says that “the archive doesn’t simply record the past.”28 He says:

the question of the archive is not … a question of the past … It is a question of the 
future, the question of the future itself, the question of a response, of a promise and of a 
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responsibility for tomorrow. The archive: if we want to know what that will have meant, 
we will only know in times to come. Perhaps.29

Later, Derrida says: 

By incorporating the knowledge deployed in reference to it, the archive augments itself, 
engrosses itself, it gains in auctoritas. But in the same stroke it loses the absolute and meta-
texual authority it might claim to have. One will never be able to objectivize it with no 
remainder. The archivist [i.e., any user of the archive] produces more archive, and that 
is why the archive is never closed. It opens out of the future.30

Derrida’s point is not just that the archive continues to grow through accumulation: he is 
pointing out the way the archive defers meaning, and he is emphasizing the “potentially 
transformative capacity” of new interpretations.31 The archive—all that is gathered and 
guarded, however imperfectly—becomes a conceptual “place of uncovering,” opening 
up the past, present, and future. 32

In a digression, Derrida refers to an “archival earthquake” caused by electronic me-
dia, but he defers that discussion for the most part.33 Some years after the publication of 
Archive Fever, Derrida himself wondered if all our new machines were creating a different 
type of archive fever.34 He saw that the process of archivization—i.e., the “institutional 
passage from the private to the public”—was breaking down.35 “What circulates on the 
internet,” he said, “belongs to an automatic space of publication: the public/private 
distinction is increasingly being wiped out.”36 The archive becomes everything, and 
a new unnamed fever reigns over it. As the end of his life approached, Derrida was 
anxious for his own archives to end up in “a safe, institutional place”; he “worried that 
everything he wrote would simply disappear after he was gone.”37

Derrida’s musings on the archive—as something unstable, incomplete, open, and 
changing in the digital age—suggest three major characteristics of the archive. First, the 
archive represents an attempt to negate time. Time, which Marc Bloch described as “an 
irreversible onward rush,” is an annihilating force and a dimension of our “fever” to com-
municate “across the barriers of time, distance, and experience.”38 We want to preserve 
documents that, as Plato wrote, “return the same answer over and over again.”39 (Plato 
ostensibly meant this as a criticism, but what he actually meant is open to interpretation.)

Second, linking and mediating between the past, present, and future, the archive is 
a repository of temporality. Manuel Castells speaks of museums as “an archive of hu-
man time, lived or to be lived” and Brien Brothman says that archives help inform “the 
human experience of temporality,” providing a “sense of temporal continuity” that con-
nects memories of the past with expectations of the future. 40 The archive, which David 
Carr says has the power to inspire and extend “the unpredictable reaches of personal 
knowledge and insight,” can be a 
potential place of ongoing temporal 
revelation.41 It can be “a site of imagi-
nation, creativity, production, as well 
as of documentary preservation.”42

Third, if it is to endure and be 
accessible—especially over the long 
term—the archive must be curated: 

. . . if it is to endure and be accessible—
especially over the long term—the 
archive must be curated: i.e., selected, 
controlled, and preserved.
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i.e., selected, controlled, and preserved. The archive depends on institutions that possess 
what Boyd Rayward refers to as a “commitment to time,” particularly to the future.43 
Future researchers will have to answer the question that Bloch challenges historians to 
answer in The Historian’s Craft: “How can I know what I am about to say?”44 A theoretical 
concern about transcending time to understand it leads to a technical need for managing 
the archive in and through time. These are ancient insights concerning ancient impulses, 
but now, in the digital age, we are confronted with a new and challenging archive that 
is prolific, dispersed, and fragile. 

The Archive Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow

The history of the archive is a history of changing communication technologies: from 
orality to literacy (beginning about six thousand years ago); from scroll to codex (begin-
ning about two thousand years ago); from manuscript to print (beginning about five 
hundred years ago); and from paper to electronic media (beginning over one hundred 
years ago). Throughout recorded history archives, libraries, and other repositories have 
evolved to provide access to and preserve traces of the past for the future. It is important 
to remember that the current forms and functions of these institutions—and present 
perceptions of them—were, for the most part, shaped relatively recently. Distinctions 
between archival and literary documents, in particular, were not clear in antiquity or the 
middle ages.45 Randall Jimerson notes that it was the printing press, and the ability to 
mechanically reproduce texts, that helped divide documents into forms “directed toward 
a mass audience” and others “grounded in personal interactions and organizational 
transactions.”46 Professionalization only began to occur in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries: the American Library Association was organized in 1876; the Ameri-
can Association of Museums in 1906; and the Society of American Archivists in 1936.47

The position of libraries and archives within the lifecycle of information can be 
represented using established lifecycle models. The book lifecycle, a model developed 
by two bibliographers as a modification of Robert Darnton’s communications circuit, 
identifies “five events in the life of the book”: publishing (“the initial decision to multiply 
a text or image for distribution”), manufacturing, distribution, reception, and survival.48 

Within this model (figure 1), libraries, focusing primarily on the products of print 
culture, are situated as secondary distributors. Libraries also have had important roles 
in reception and survival, but the reception role is usually a passive one and survival 
often has been dependent on such factors as physical form, number of copies, popularity, 
and where books rested (e.g., on library bookshelves).49 The records lifecycle, the classic 
textbook model for records management, identifies five stages in the life of a record: 
creation, distribution and use, storage and maintenance, retention and disposition, and 
archival preservation.50 

Within this model (figure 2), archives, focusing primarily on unpublished papers, 
are situated at the end of the cycle, waiting to receive selected or saved records—or, to 
borrow from Bacon’s definition of antiquities, “some remnants of history which have 
casually escaped the shipwreck of time.”51 

These two lifecycle models can be merged into an archival cycle, which represents 
the five major stages in the lives of books and records (however these are defined): 
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Figure 1. The Book Lifecycle

Figure 2. The Records Lifecycle

creation (including the intention to publish as well as the technologies of manufactur-
ing), distribution (including the act of publication), reception, storage, and preservation 
(which encompasses selection and survival). 

Within this model (figure 3), the situation of most libraries and archives by the end 
of the twentieth century can be plotted together. Libraries collected mostly published 
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books and journals, which got used, saved, and then more things were created to col-
lect. Archives collected and saved private records, which then got used and records 
proliferated. Use—immediate as well as long-term access—is the cause of the cycle and 
its continuing iterations.52 But now, with the proliferation of digital materials, dispersed 
and uncurated, the traditional positions of libraries within the archival cycle are prob-
lematic. Physical storage media need to be preserved, to maintain the integrity of the 
bits that reside on them, and the logical ordering of the bits needs to be preserved, to 
make them “renderable” or readable in the future.53 There is also the bigger and more 
basic question of responsibility: who will save what, when, how, and where? Common 
computer applications and uses do not do much to support long-term access, therefore 
digital materials are at risk if they are not proactively curated.54

But academic libraries and archives have not remained stationary within the archival 
cycle. Changes in scholarly communication practices are causing academic libraries to 
broaden their collecting and distribution activities. Often connected with institutional 
repository services, libraries are becoming interested in collecting new types of digital 
materials, often institutional, including unpublished faculty works, research data, ad-
ministrative records, instructional materials, and software.55 Moving away from a focus 
on collecting certain types of fixed and final scholarly works, libraries also are becoming 
more interested in the process of scholarly communication and many are involved in de-
veloping new models of scholarly communication, such as digital humanities projects, 
and publishing services to support authors and editors.56 Because, as Tom Nesmith says, 
“archives can no longer expect to salvage old records long after their inscription,” archi-
vists are becoming involved earlier on in the records-creation process.57 About a decade 
ago, in Scrolling Forward, David Levy wrote: “we now live with certain deep confusions 
and uncertainties about the nature of … new [digital] documents, what they are and 
how they are to be preserved.”58 Confusion and uncertainty continues today, but issues 

Figure 3. The Archival Cycle
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surrounding the complexity and fragility of digital materials are causing archivists, 
librarians, and others to focus collaboratively on digital curation.59 This requires them 
to become active earlier on in the lifecycle of information, and this is leading toward a 
convergence between the missions of libraries and archives.60

Interests in and activities related to the creation, dissemination, and preservation of 
digital materials mean that libraries and archives are repositioning themselves within 
the archival cycle, moving closer to the point of creation, where they are able to influ-
ence, guide, or control the management of digital materials to ensure better access to 
the scholarly and cultural record—both immediately, through distribution, and over the 
long-term, through preservation (see figure 4).61 

Figure 4. The Archival Cycle

In a New Yorker essay that appeared a few years ago, Anthony Grafton pointed 
out that as libraries become more involved in the creation and dissemination of digital 
materials, they are returning to an ancient and medieval model of the library as a site 
of both production and preservation.62 This ancient-future model, which supports and 
connects all the stages within the archival lifecycle, positions libraries and archives to 
support more broadly the organically related activities of collecting, reading, interpreting, 
creating, disseminating, and preserving information—the whole lifecycle of recorded 
information.63
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Conclusion

Changes in the nature of the record, books, libraries, and archives in the digital age 
present myriad opportunities and challenges for institutions that are responsible for 
confronting Bloch’s “irreversible onward rush” of time and preserving our experiences 
of it.64 The academic library, an entity that has modest roots in the nineteenth century 
and was professionalized during the twentieth century, is extending its traditional 
services, both technical and public, into the digital domain in the twenty-first century. 
But as widely replicated content is managed increasingly at the network level, it is not 
clear how libraries will be defined in the future. Academic archives, which, because of 
the historical materials they manage, remain more concrete entities, increasingly create 
and ingest less concrete material and could suffer from the same process of abstraction 
that seems to be threatening libraries.65

The academic library continues to have many unique and critical roles within aca-
demia. One of the most enduring of these is the library’s role as an archive. This role 
intersects with the mission of academic archives, the entities (often within a library) that 
are most qualified to appraise and manage unique, complex, and aggregated material. By 
becoming sites of creation and dissemination, through digital production and publishing 
services, libraries and archives can reposition themselves more aggressively within the 

archival cycle and 
evolve their insti-
tutions to support 
new forms of com-
munication. And, 
by linking creation 
or distribution with 
preservation, aca-
demic libraries and 
archives can make 
important advances 

in preserving the archive. Through local, regional, and national collaborations, this can 
be pursued locally as well as universally. If libraries and archives do not assume greater 
presence and relevance in the digital age by expanding their activities throughout the 
archival cycle, then we may one day find ourselves lost in the Archive of Babel.

Michael J. Paulus, Jr., is University Librarian and Associate Professor at Seattle Pacific University, 
Seattle, WA 98119, phone 206.281.2414, email address: paulusm@spu.edu. 
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