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ABSTRACT 
 
The so-called culture wars of recent years have created an ethos of caution in our cultural 

institutions.  Museums often avoid exhibits and programming that might prove 

controversial for fear of public backlash.  This paper examines how public historians and 

archivists might work together to devise strategies for positive public engagement in 

controversial history projects.  Archives have the power to ensure the public’s trust in 

their cultural institutions, while primary source material can be utilized to promote 

constructive conversation among audiences.  Public conflict will be directed into more 

productive channels if museums create a safe space for dialogue. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In 2002, the National Park Service (NPS) embarked on an eight-year long battle 

over interpretation and representation at one of the nation’s most iconic historic parks.  

Independence National Historical Park (INHP) in Philadelphia came under attack from 

scholars, journalists, city officials, and African American community groups when 

officials turned down an opportunity to explore the history of slavery at the park.  

Opposition groups specifically protested INHP’s decision not to commemorate the 

President’s House, the executive mansion where George Washington lived from 1790-

1797 while serving as First President of the United States.  The conflict was fueled by the 

public discovery that the underground remains of the President’s House - specifically the    

rooms and yard where Washington’s slaves lived and worked - lay below the new Liberty 

Bell Center under construction.  Some people argued that this ironic physical 

juxtaposition of slavery and freedom created a valuable opportunity to discuss the 

nation’s founding paradox.  Under pressure from scholars, the media, and an incensed 

public, INHP reversed its decision.  NPS staff and the City of Philadelphia worked with 

historians, African American organizations, exhibit designers, and a broad public to 

commemorate the President’s House site.  The collaboration proved difficult, however, 

and in 2010 the new historic site opened to disparaging national reviews.1  Today, 

technical difficulties have left the outdoor exhibit partially dismantled, and INHP 

officials and community members alike remain dissatisfied with the final result.2 

 The conflict over the President’s House site is the latest in a laundry list of 

museum controversies.  Since the “culture wars” of the 1990s, our cultural institutions 

have struggled over how to inspire public dialogue without engendering fatal backlash.   

At this point, it is undeniable that history will be a perpetual source of public debate.  It is 

important that we have these debates in museums, which are “one of the most important 

                                                        
1 See Edward Rothstein, “Reopening a House That’s Still Divided” New York Times, December 14, 2010, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/15/arts/design/15museum.html?pagewanted=all; Inga Saffron, “Brick 
Pile’s Colliding Tales,” Philadelphia Inquirer, December 17 2012, http://articles.philly.com/2010-12-
17/news/25293432_1_slavery-brick-memorial; Michael J. Lewis, “Trashing the President’s House: How a 
great American discovery was turned into an ideological Disgrace,” Commentary, April 2011. 
2 Stephan Salisbury, “Faulty Screens at President’s House Being Replaced,” Philadelphia Inquirer, 
February 29, 2012, 
http://www.philly.com/philly/insights/in_the_know/20120229_Faulty_video_screens_at_President_s_Hous
e_being_replaced.html. 
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venues in which the national narrative is blocked out and staged.”  The poster-child 

victim of the culture wars, the Smithsonian National Air and Space Museum (NASM), 

famously came under fire in 1994 from veterans groups, the media, and even Congress 

over its proposed Enola Gay exhibit.  The implication of NASM’s experience on the 

cultural community has been twofold.  First, it appears that the culture wars have tipped 

the balance of power away from the authority of cultural institutions and scholarship and 

toward a public with new confidence in their ability to “do history.”  Secondly, the 

culture wars have created an environment in which museums are afraid to launch 

potentially controversial exhibits and programming for fear of public backlash.  In the 

years since Enola Gay, many institutions have retreated behind a veil of politically 

correct silence.  But neither meek museums nor an aggressive public will create dialogue 

with enough potential to heal our nation’s wound.3  

 Though traumatic, controversies like those over the President’s House site and the 

Enola Gay exhibit should not deter museums from engaging the public in historical 

debate.  These discussions need to happen so that Americans can come to terms with the 

past, in order to determine the nation’s future.  Many museums are cautiously reviving an 

interest in having these conversations.  “Grappling with difficult and contested subject 

matter need not in itself be fatally toxic,” admits Ken Yellis.  “But,” he warns, “you’d 

better be ready.”4  What our cultural institutions need now is a workable strategy for 

creating public dialogue without engendering the media backlash that has proven so fatal 

for controversial exhibits.  I suggest that a bond of trust between museums and their 

audiences is necessary for the success of potentially controversial history projects.  

Affirming the public’s trust in its cultural institutions will allow museums to serve as 

forums for debate while avoiding the type of fallout that sterilizes exhibits.  This will 

involve a certain amount of institutional transparency, as well as a willingness on the part 

of public historians to share historical authority with their audiences.  In order for this 

strategy to work, museums will need to rally all possible resources for an early offensive.   

                                                        
3 Ken Yellis, “Fred Wilson, PTSD, and Me: Reflections on the History Wars,” Curator: The Museum 
Journal 52 (2009): 345.  
4 Ibid.   
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 Cultural institutions should rely on one resource in particular to encourage public 

trust and help create an ethos of transparency: the archive.  Archives have been 

surprisingly underutilized by public historians and museum professionals to date.  

Archives have the unique ability to provide documentary evidence of the past to a society 

obsessed with authenticity.  For museums attempting to inspire public trust, archives can 

be utilized in two ways.  First, by making primary source materials available to the 

public.  This involves the presentation of records to members of a broad public via digital 

archives.  During both the President’s House site and Enola Gay exhibit controversies, 

major opposition groups launched websites that documented events.  These sites garnered 

millions of page views and were leading sources of public interest in the controversies.  

They also served to provide journalists with quick access to information.  The importance 

of the media in influencing public opinion cannot be stressed enough.  Cultural 

institutions that would like to inspire public trust would do well to win over the media.  

Reflecting on the controversial decision of Central Michigan University’s Clark 

Historical Library to acquire Ku Klux Klan documentation, archivist Frank Boles points 

out that reporters are “an important source of information and an important vehicle 

through which accurate and generally favorable information” might be distributed to the 

public.5  

 The second step in this process is for archivists to actively collect records 

generated by controversy and make them available for research use.  There are a few 

viable objections to this suggestion, including the lack of resources that many collecting 

repositories face.  But it must be argued that archivists who archive controversy are 

ensuring that the voices of public protest are not obscured in the historical record.  Recent 

scholarship within the archival profession has exposed the pitfalls of our Western Euro-

centric collecting tradition.  Archivist-scholars debate fundamental questions over the 

nature of archives, the role of the archivist, and even what constitutes a record.  

Narrowing conception of what records are, what archives are, and what archivists do, 

asserts Mark Greene, “threatens to undermine the important socio-cultural meaning of 

                                                        
5 Frank Boles, “‘Just a Bunch of Bigots’: A Case Study in the Acquisition of Controversial Material,” 
Archival Issues 19 (1994): 61. 
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archives and archival material.”6  Controversial records offer archivists a valuable 

opportunity to document voices that would not ordinarily be preserved in the archive.  In 

addition, by collecting the evidence of museum controversy, archivists are preserving the 

lessons of past experience for future use by public history professionals.  How will we 

know what did work, if we don’t know what didn’t?   

During the development of the President’s House site, two very different parties 

acted to preserve the public dialogue surrounding the controversy.  The first, the 

Independence National Historical Park Archives, collected materials using traditional 

archival procedures.  The second, an online archive created by the Independence Hall 

Association (IHA), provides an example of how digital archives can successfully be used 

to engage a broad public.  These archives provide such a good case study for archiving 

controversy that we will examine archives and the public trust through the lens of the 

President’s House site.  To this end, we must examine the timeline of the controversy and 

get acquainted with the major players involved.  While INHP may have initially 

exacerbated the debate, they are not solely responsible for the intensity of the storm. 

Though popularly characterized by the famous historic icons it holds, Philadelphia is a 

complicated city with its own unique history.  Much of that history involves racial 

tensions dating back as far at the eighteenth century.  Urban revitalization efforts as 

recent as the 1970s displaced many African American communities and precipitated their 

exclusion from the historical narrative presented at INHP.  The second part of this paper, 

then, discusses how Philadelphia was perfectly preconditioned to play host to this 

controversy.  While the “place” of the controversy is critically important, INHP 

ultimately served as the battlefield where national issues of identity and heritage met in 

conflict.  Because contemporary audiences are driven by patriotic fervor and group pride, 

the third part of this paper will examine how people identify themselves based on shared 

experiences and memories.  Issues of collective memory manifest themselves in what 

Erika Doss has termed “memorial mania,” which is “an obsession with issues of memory 

and history and an urgent desire to express and claim those issues in visibly public 

                                                        
6 Mark Greene, “The Power of Meaning: The Mission of Archives in the Postmodern Age,” American 
Archivist 65 (2002): 42. 
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contexts.”  They also represent “heightened anxieties about who and what should be 

remembered in America.”7   

Our discussion then turns to the role of archivists as the “keepers and creators” of 

collective national memory.  The archivist’s role in deciding who gets remembered and 

who does not has led to increased awareness of the “power of archives.”  In particular, 

archivists debate how appraisal decisions can create a more representative historical 

record.  Scholar-archivists have also stressed the importance of records in providing 

checks on governing bodies, have promoted social justice, and suggested ways in which 

shared authority might be incorporated into the archive.  These conversations reveal that 

the archives and public history professions are progressing on relatively parallel tracks.  

Within public history scholarship, debate has focused on how to create engaging public 

history projects that incorporate shared authority.  The fifth part of this paper, then, 

explores the ways in which public historians and archivists (who are public historians in 

their own right) might work together towards shared goals.   

Lastly, we will turn to an examination of the two President’s House collections to 

determine which archival methodologies were most successful.  Though the long-term 

effect of these collections has yet to be seen, we are able to identify some positive 

approaches for repositories that would like to archive controversy.  The Smithsonian 

Institution Archives’ Enola Gay collections provide a particularly good example of a 

successful approach to archiving controversial museum exhibits.  This represents a rare 

case, however, and so we will also discuss two ways in which smaller repositories 

typically care for similar collections.  Finally, I make practical suggestions for how 

collecting institutions might archive the public dialogue engendered by controversy.  It 

might require extra effort on the part of archivists and institutions with already strained 

resources, but the promise of a future free from culture wars is tempting enough to make 

such initiatives worthwhile.   

 

                                                        
7 Erika Doss, Memorial Mania: Public Feeling in America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010), 
2. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE PRESIDENT’S HOUSE CONTROVERSY 

On December 15, 2010, Philadelphia Mayor Michael Nutter addressed a crowd of 

over seven hundred people from the corner of Sixth and Market Streets.  Shivering in the 

bitter cold, the assembly regarded the brick open-air museum that marked the former site 

of the executive branch of United States government.  From 1790 to 1800, the executive 

mansion served as the residence of Presidents George Washington and John Adams.  It 

was also significantly home to nine of Washington’s slaves.  The crowd gathered on this 

particular morning included representatives from the National Park Service and the City 

of Philadelphia, as well as the historians, journalists, activists who devotedly fought to 

have the site commemorated.  The President’s House: Freedom and Slavery in the 

Making of a New Nation was the result of eight years of emotional arguments over how, 

and even if, the paradoxical story of slavery in the symbolic heart of national freedom 

would get told.8  As the mayor stood before the new exhibit, he astutely suggested that 

the debate was far from over.  “This is where the dialogue begins,” he asserted. “This is 

where the conversation of our founding must start.9   

The conversation over the President’s House began in August of 1996.  It was 

then that Edward Lawler Jr., a longtime Philadelphia resident and former architecture 

student, led out-of-town visitors on a tour of Independence National Historical Park.  As 

they discussed Philadelphia’s brief stint as the nation’s capital, one of his guests asked 

where the former White House had been located.  Disconcerted by the fact that he did not 

really know the answer, Lawler gestured vaguely behind himself.  “I think it’s over there 

where the women’s restroom is,” he said, embarrassed.10  The restroom - a building that 

park rangers jokingly referred to as “the seat of power” - was indeed situated on the 

                                                        
8 Stephan Salisbury, “President’s House – with memorial to enslaved Africans – opens on Independence 
Mall,” Philadelphia Inquirer, December 10, 2010, http://articles.philly.com/2010-12-
16/news/25293188_1_silent-voices-africans-oney-judge; Regina Medina, “Out of Slavery: The President’s 
House,” Philadelphia Daily News, December 16, 2010, http://articles.philly.com/2010-12-
16/news/25292641_1_slavery-oney-judge-hercules;  
9 Michael A. Nutter, “Remarks at the President’s House Opening,” December 15, 2010. 
10 Edward Lawler, as quoted in Roger C. Aden, “Redefining the ‘Cradle of Liberty’: The President’s House 
Controversy in Independence National Historical Park,” Rhetoric and Public Affairs 13 (2010): 252. 
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location of the former President’s House.  A single commemorative plaque positioned at 

the site served to convey its historical significance.  Lawler, however, remained 

dissatisfied with his own limited knowledge of Philadelphia’s White House.11  “It seems 

to me,” Lawler later mused, “that the White House of George Washington and John 

Adams was important for this city and is something that everyone in this city should 

know.” As he began to research the site, Lawler found that the President’s House had a 

long and complex history.  Owned by Revolutionary War financier Robert Morris, the 

residence was also home to British general Sir William Howe and the infamous Benedict 

Arnold.  Lawler discovered that the mansion had been demolished to make way for new 

commercial properties as far back as the 1832.  He found evidence that some of the 

home’s original walls had been incorporated into those nineteenth-century buildings, 

which were in turn torn down in the 1960s to make way for Independence Mall.  In the 

course of his research, Lawler also came across a small-scale model of the President’s 

House that had been commissioned by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) in the 

1930s.12  

 Lawler compared his notes with those of the WPA artists and determined their 

model of the executive mansion to be inaccurate.  He was confident that his research had 

revealed significant evidence of the mansion’s original floor plan.  He found an ally in 

the Independence Hall Association (IHA), a civic group with a “history of contentious 

relations” with INHP.  In August 2001, the IHA wrote to the park’s then-Superintendent 

Martha Aikens to formally request that “the foundation/outline of the Executive 

Mansion…[be] marked with a paved outline…a floor plan of stone…identifying where 

the individual rooms and walls once stood.”  Members of the IHA expressed a belief that 

visitors to the park would benefit from the added interpretation of the early executive 

branch of government.  Aikens denied the request, explaining that a lack of historic 

evidence about the President’s House would impede the park’s ability to correctly mark 

                                                        
11 Charlene Mires, “Invisible House, Invisible Slavery: Struggles of Public History at Independence 
National Historical Park,” in Culture and Belonging in Divided Societies: Contestation and Symbolic 
Landscapes, ed. Marc Howard Ross. (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2009), 216-219, 224. 
12 Edward Lawler, as quoted in Aden, “Redefining the ‘Cradle of Liberty,’ ” 252; Edward Lawler Jr., “The 
President’s House on Philadelphia: The Rediscovery of a Lost Landmark,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of 
History and Biography 126 (2002): 6. 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the spot.  She did, however, “agree that the presidential residence played an important 

role in Philadelphia history, and, as such, deserves to be interpreted.”  She shared INHP’s 

plan to mount an interpretive panel near the site that would describe the executive branch 

of government in Philadelphia in more detail.  Generally speaking, however, she did not 

believe that marking the spot any further would help “foster public understanding” of the 

first two presidents.13 

 This conversation was similar to one that Lawler and INHP officials had only a 

few years prior.  In the mid-1990s, the park sought public input on a new General 

Management Plan (GMP) that focused on the reconstruction of Independence Mall.  

From 1993 to 1997, INHP had held a series of sixteen public meetings and published five 

newsletters regarding the GMP.  During this period of public comment, Lawler and 

others suggested that the President’s House be reconstructed and interpreted as a historic 

site.  From her experience in historic interpretation, Aikens determined that visitors 

would not benefit from a more thorough exploration of the President’s House site. And as 

Aikens stated in her letter to the IHA, there was not enough documentary evidence about 

the executive mansion to allow for a faithful reconstruction.  NPS policy prohibits the 

reconstruction of historic buildings without sufficient documentation about the original 

structure.   Regarding suggestions that the footprint of the mansion to be outlined, the 

park responded that they had found the similar layout at Franklin Court to be frequently 

misinterpreted or unacknowledged by visitors.  Though INHP officials were happy to 

mount interpretative signs marking the former President’s House site, they did not feel 

that further interpretation was necessary.  Aikens instead suggested that the park 

sufficiently interpreted Washington’s Philadelphia presidency at the Deshler-Morris 

house, the NPS-owned “Germantown White House” where Washington and his 

household lived occasionally in 1793 and 1794.14 

                                                        
13 Jill Ogline, “‘Creating Dissonance for the Visitor’: The Heart of the Liberty Bell Controversy,” The 
Public Historian 26 (2004): 51; Independence Hall Association Board, Letter to Martha Aikens, August 15, 
2001, http://www.ushistory.org/presidentshouse/controversy/iha1.htm; Martha Aikens, Letter to Nancy 
Gilboy, October 11, 2001, http://www.ushistory.org/presidentshouse/controversy/aikens1.htm. 
14 Doris Devine Fanelli, “History, Commemoration, and an Interdisciplinary Approach to Interpreting the 
President’s House Site,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 129 (2005): 447-448; 
Dennis Reidenbach, Interview with the author, March 22, 2012. 



  9 

Undeterred by the rejection, Lawler published his research in the January 2002 

issue of The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography (PMHB).  To his surprise, 

the article’s biggest impact did not stem from his intricate reconstruction of the 

President’s House.  Rather, readers of his article were most interested in the evidence of 

slavery at the President’s House.  Lawler described letters from Washington to Robert 

Morris requesting that parts of the mansion be reconstructed to accommodate 

Washington’s white servants and enslaved Africans.  At least nine slaves lived with 

George and Martha Washington at the President’s House.  Washington in fact owned 

hundreds of slaves, though most had come to him through marriage to Martha.  How 

Washington treated his slaves is relatively unknown.  On the one hand, Washington 

arranged for the freedom of his slaves in his will - though this provision had no impact on 

Martha’s dower slaves.  On the other hand, Washington was vigilant about keeping his 

slaves in bondage.  While at the President’s House, Washington was careful to rotate his 

slaves back to Mount Vernon so as not to be subject to Pennsylvania residency laws.  

Because Pennsylvania practiced gradual emancipation, Washington’s slaves could 

technically be freed after six months of continuous residence in the state.  It is also 

interesting to note that two of Washington’s slaves, Oney Judge and Hercules, escaped to 

freedom, and Washington spent years trying to recover them.15   

Readers of PMHB were struck by one fact in particular: according to Lawler’s 

layout, the footprint of Washington’s slave quarters lay not five feet from the new Liberty 

Bell Center then under construction.  In order to enter the Liberty Bell pavilion, visitors 

would be walking directly over the rooms where Washington’s slaves lived and worked.  

As Steve Conn observes, “the History Channel couldn’t have scripted the irony any 

better.”16  This irony was initially noted by those in scholarly and cultural circles.  One 

such scholar was Gary Nash, an American historian who writes frequently on 

Philadelphia.  After reading Lawler’s article, Nash deliberately suggested in a radio 

interview on Philadelphia’s public radio station, WHYY, that “historical amnesia” 

threatened dialogue about slavery and the Founding Fathers.  In a second interview, radio 
                                                        
15 Mires, “Invisible House,” 219; Lawler, “President’s House in Philadelphia,” 27-28; Edward Lawler Jr., 
“Slavery in the President’s House,” http://www.ushistory.org/presidentshouse/slaves/slavesin.htm.  
16 Steve Conn, “Our House? The President’s House at Independence National Historical Park,” The  
Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography 135 (2011): 192. 
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host Marty Moss-Coane steered the conversation toward INHP and the new Liberty Bell 

Center under construction.  Nash seized the opportunity to draw attention to the park’s 

reluctance to address the history of slavery and freedom at the new Liberty Bell exhibit.  

“Our memory of the past is often managed and manipulated,” he asserted.  “Here it is 

being downright murdered.”  Little more than a week later, Philadelphia Inquirer 

columnists Stephan Salisbury and Inga Saffron wrote an article entitled, “Echoes of 

Slavery at Liberty Bell Site.”  “Historians say George Washington kept slaves there,” 

read the byline.  “They have asked to have the site studied, but the Park Service says no.”  

The article, in conjunction with Nash’s interview, successfully served to spark public 

interest in the site.  In the weeks that followed, hundreds of articles, editorials, letters, and 

media features were printed, and more than 1,100 people signed the IHA’s petition to 

have the President’s House interpreted.  Soon even former Philadelphia Mayor John 

Street was confronting the officials at INHP to demand interpretation of the country’s 

“founding paradox.”17   

 In the meantime, Nash and Randall Miller, a professor at St. Joseph’s University, 

quickly rallied a group of Philadelphia-area historians.  Known as the Ad Hoc Historians, 

they lobbied for a fuller interpretation of slavery at the Liberty Bell Center.  They were 

joined in 2002 by two African American grassroots organizations, Avenging the 

Ancestors Coalition (ATAC) and a splinter group, Generations Unlimited.  ATAC, a 

“broad-based organization of African American historians, attorneys, elected officials, 

religious leaders, media personalities, community activists, and registered voters” staged 

public demonstrations and launched letter-writing campaigns to press for the recognition 

of slavery at the Liberty Bell and President’s House sites.  Led by Philadelphia-based 

attorney and activist Michael Coard, ATAC also agitated for a slave memorial to be 

constructed near the Liberty Bell.  The organization was influential in securing funding 

for the project and encouraged the City of Philadelphia to be actively involved in the 

                                                        
17 Gary B. Nash, “For Whom Will the Liberty Bell Toll? From Controversy to Cooperation,” in Slavery 
and Public History: The Tough Stuff of American Memory, ed. James Oliver Horton and Lois E. Horton. 
(New York: The New Press, 2006), 79, 81-82; Stephan Salisbury and Inga Saffron, “Echoes of slavery at 
Liberty Bell site,” Philadelphia Inquirer, March 24, 2002, 
http://www.ushistory.org/presidentshouse/news/inq032402.htm; Ken Finkel, “Philadelphia: President’s 
House: Quite a Site,” Redbricker, December 16, 2010,  
http://www.ushistory.org/presidentshouse/news/rb121610.htm. 
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project.  Opposition groups like ATAC, the IHA, and the Ad Hoc Historians worked in 

tandem to exert pressure on the park service.18     

The spring of 2002 found INHP caught in a media trap.  Reports from journalists 

and community organizations insinuated historical negligence on the part of the park.  

However, park staff had long been aware of the history of the President’s House.  

Historian Coxey Toogood had previously conducted much of the same research as 

Lawler, and the location of the President’s House was common knowledge from INHP’s 

founding.  Simply put, the park had never thought to interpret the site because there was 

little remaining evidence about it.  “There was no historic structure or cultural landscape 

for architects to document. There were no associated collections for curators to catalog 

and conserve,” writes Doris Fanelli, Chief of Cultural Resource Management at the park.  

Until the construction of the Liberty Bell Center, there was not even a warranted reason 

to conduct archaeology at the site.  In accordance with Section 106 of the National 

Historic Preservation Act, archaeology was conducted prior to construction on the 

Liberty Bell Center.  Archeologists uncovered the remains of the ice pit from the 

President’s House, but the finding was recorded and the pit filled in.19  This ice pit was 

one of the only remaining elements of the former President’s House.  The lack of 

interpretation at the President’s House site was also not an attempt by the NPS to deny 

the existence of slavery in Philadelphia.  The site, often simply referred to by historians 

as “190 High Street,” was never suggested by anyone as an important sight of slavery.  

After the new GMP was approved in 1997, historians did plot-by-plot research that 

confirmed the presence of slavery in the area.  No one, however, suggested that it be 

interpreted.  “If there was ever a conspiracy of silence in the executive mansion,” Fanelli 

argues, “it was an unspoken conspiracy shared by the Park Service, the academy, 

independent historians, and special interest organizations.” Former INHP staff member 

Jill Ogline describes how “over the years, a variety of interpretive programs had explored 

the early history of the executive branch of the federal government.  But no one spoke of 
                                                        
18 Mires, “Invisible House,” 219-220; Nora Achrati, “500 Seek Slave Memorial at Liberty Bell,” 
Philadelphia Inquirer, July 4, 2002, http://www.ushistory.org/presidentshouse/news/inq070402.htm; 
Avenging the Ancestors Coalition, “Position Paper of Avenging the Ancestors Coalition (ATAC),” 
http://avengingtheancestors.com/info/index.asp. 
19 Fanelli, “History, Commemoration,” 446; Mires, “Invisible House,” 219; National Historic Preservation 
Act 1966, 16 U.S.C. 470f (1966). 
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the slaves – not out of any deliberate conspiracy of silence, but because Washington’s 

labor arrangements lay outside the park’s field of vision.”20      

The park’s initial response to demands for revision of the Liberty Bell exhibit was 

to assert that plans for the new Liberty Bell Center had moved “too far along to sustain 

any substantive changes.”  Some of that resistance may have stemmed from the fact that 

there was much at stake for INHP.  The “crown jewel of a $314 million makeover” the 

new Liberty Bell pavilion was a centerpiece in the redevelopment of the three blocks that 

comprise Independence Mall.21  When Martha Aikens left the park in 2002, INHP took a 

new approach to the controversy.  Decision-making shifted beyond the local 

administrative level as NPS Chief Historian Dwight Pitcaithley and the staff of the 

Northeast Regional Office became involved in INHP planning.  Under new leadership, 

the park abandoned its plans for a single interpretive panel at the Presidents House site 

and stopped insisting that Washington’s early presidency was adequately interpreted at 

the Deshler-Morris House.  In an abrupt change from their previous stance, INHP 

gathered such notable historians as James Horton and Edward Linenthal to help park staff 

speedily rewrite the Liberty Bell exhibit panels.  The new exhibit script, based around the 

notion of “freedom vs. unfreedom” was submitted to the Ad Hoc Historians for review.  

That July, the Appropriations Committee of the U.S. House of Representative urged the 

NPS to “appropriately commemorate the concerns raised regarding the recognition of the 

existence of the Mansion and the slaves who worked in it during the first years of our 

democracy.”22    

In January 2003 the park hosted a public meeting to debut their plans for the 

President’s House site interpretation.  The gathering, however, did not go as park service 

representatives had planned.  Attendees opposed the language, symbols, and portrayal of 

slavery in the proposed exhibit.  It became clear over the course of the meeting that the 

proposed exhibit would have to be redesigned if the park wanted public support.  Over 

the next two years, INHP held meetings with social historians, anthropologists, and 

                                                        
20 Fanelli, “History, Commemoration,” 448; Ogline, “Creating Dissonance,” 50. 
21 Ogline, “‘Creating Dissonance,” 51; Aden, “Redefining the ‘Cradle of Liberty,’” 252. 
22 Fanelli, “History, Commemoration,” 450; Ogline, “‘Creating Dissonance,” 56; House Rpt. 107-564. 
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archaeologists, as well as members of the public to determine how the documentary 

evidence regarding the President’s House could be reconciled with themes that the public 

wanted to see interpreted.23  In 2003, Mayor John Street pledged $1.5 million to the 

project, and in 2005 Congressman Chaka Fattah announced a federal grant for the 

remaining $3.6 million.  By virtue of their financial contribution, the City of Philadelphia 

directed the search for new exhibit designers.  In March 2006, the Mayor and INHP 

Superintendent Reidenbach announced six new design team semi-finalists.  Three of the 

firms were from Philadelphia, and the others hailed from Washington, D.C. and Boston.  

Over the course of the following year, the designs could be viewed online and models 

were showcased at public meetings.  That same year, the site was opened up for public 

viewing as archaeologists began digging.  In February 2007, the minority-owned local 

architectural firm Kelly/Maiello Architects and Planners were chosen by public vote to 

design the President’s House exhibit.24  

It would take another three years for the President’s House site to open.  Much of 

the intervening time was spent in contentious debate between INHP, the IHA, and 

African American community groups like ATAC over potential exhibit themes.  These 

stakeholders argued over questions like, would the site primarily discuss the executive 

branch of government?  Should it focus primarily on Washington or on Adams?  And 

what role would slavery play in the exhibit?  The architects struggled to incorporate the 

conflicting interpretations that each group wanted the exhibit to contain, and the result is 

an erratic exhibit with an incohesive narrative.  Panels describing the origins of American 

government are juxtaposed with stories detailing early Native American relations, while 

an interpretation of slavery is mounted side by side with exhibit panels narrating John 

Adams’ presidency.  All told, the President’s House site offered a valuable opportunity to 

discuss the paradox between liberty and slavery in Revolutionary America – an 

opportunity that was “squandered” according to one exhibit reviewer.25  In 

commemorating the President’s House site, Philadelphians “renewed a debate about 

                                                        
23 Fanelli, “History, Commemoration,” 451-453. 
24 Nash, “For Whom Will the Liberty Bell Toll?” 85-91; Mires, “Invisible House,” 227, 231-234;  
25 Edward Rothstein, “Reopening a House That’s Still Divided.”  
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racism as old as the country itself.”26  Any chance to have an open dialogue about the 

legacy of racism in America, however, was effectively drowned in the sea of competing 

voices engendered by the controversy.  Though it is a dubious success for the city and 

INHP, it did provide a valuable lesson for the nation and for public history practice in 

particular.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                        
26 Peter Crimmins, “Site of Historic Site Stirs Controversy,” WHYY, December 15, 2010, 
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CHAPTER 2 

HISTORICAL PRECONDITIONING OF PHILADELPHIA 

 Longstanding local tensions that far outweighed the park service’s poor decision 

making fueled the controversy over the President’s House site.  This public conflict was 

partly the result of what Dolores Hayden refers to as the “power of place,” or, the ability 

of urban landscapes to serve as “storehouses” of public memory.27  By nature of its dual 

personality, Philadelphia was perfectly conditioned for a controversy of the President’s 

House-variety.   No other city in the country can claim the unique combination of factors 

that make Philadelphia the place to discuss historical inconsistencies in the national 

narrative.  On the one hand, the city’s symbolic landscape links it inescapably with the 

nation’s founding.  Home to Independence Hall and the Liberty Bell, Philadelphia 

provides a place where citizens can physically experience their national origins.  It is 

perhaps telling, though, that the legislation approving a national park in Philadelphia was 

contingent upon its title.  When the proposed “Philadelphia National Historical Park” was 

changed in name to “Independence National Historical Park,” it signaled a shift in 

ownership of the city’s historic national icons.  According to one tour guide, “many 

people don’t see Philadelphia as a living city but as a museum holding a handful of 

historical artifacts that belong not so much to the city but to the whole nation.”28  The city 

is certainly distinct from its historical symbolism.  Philadelphia is in the memory-making 

business – and that business is inherently political.  Long-standing political, economic, 

and racial tensions within the city found their outlet in the President’s House controversy.  

So although the debate called into question national myths and the paradoxical 

coexistence of freedom and slavery, it also brought into conflict various groups - the 

federal government, the City of Philadelphia, and African American community 

organizations in particular – with contradictory agendas.  Though these groups appeared 

to debate only the President’s House exhibit plans, the argument camouflaged long-

standing resentment and conflicts in the Philadelphia community.  
                                                        
27 Dolores Hayden, The Power of Place: Urban Landscapes as Public History, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
1995), 9. 
28 Constance M. Greiff, Independence: Creation of a National Park, Heritage Studies Inc., 1985, 111-112; 
Kyle Farley, as quoted in Steve Conn, Metropolitan Philadelphia: Living with the Presence of the Past 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 88. 
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Philadelphia has a long history of conflict and intergroup friction, one in which 

confrontation turns violent more often than not.  This history is particularly ironic when 

juxtaposed with the peaceful ideology behind the city’s origins.  Philadelphia was 

founded by William Penn on the Quaker principles of tolerance and religious freedom.  

His “all are welcome” philosophy encouraged the settlement of various groups, many 

with strong ethnic ties and notions of identity.  While Philadelphia rather famously 

continues to house many ethnic enclaves, it is also characterized by a strong African 

American tradition. The city’s Quaker influence, coupled with its proximity north of the 

Mason-Dixon Line, made it a place of refuge for many free blacks prior to the Civil War.  

In addition, Pennsylvania’s economy was not generally dependent on the institution of 

slavery, and by 1780 Pennsylvania adopted the first gradual abolition act in the British 

colonies.  These factors led Philadelphia to have the largest free black population in the 

English-speaking Western hemisphere during the eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries.  Yet as Elizabeth Grant notes, “the same conditions that made the city so 

favorable to African Americans – Quaker beliefs, geographic location, and economic 

opportunity – turned Philadelphia into a highly contested terrain on which blacks and 

whites struggled for access to the city’s prospects.”29  As did many other industrial cities, 

Philadelphia received a massive influx of European immigrants in the nineteenth century.  

This population increase caused job competition that often turned violent, particularly 

between African Americans and Irish immigrants.  Throughout the nineteenth century, in 

fact, the city played host to a number of confrontations involving its own citizenry.  

Though these conflicts occurred on a local level, they reflected greater problems on a 

national scale.  Because of its spatial and historic role in the Revolution, Philadelphia 

inevitably functioned as a physical battleground for broader national issues.  As 

Philadelphians came to blows over questions of abolition, slavery, industrialization, 

immigration, and economic opportunity, they unwittingly served as actors on a national 

stage.30 

                                                        
29 Elizabeth Grant, “Race and Tourism in America’s First City,” Journal of Urban History (31): 2005 
30 Gary Nash, First City: Philadelphia and the Forging of Historical Memory (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 167-169, 196. 
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Despite the historical significance of Philadelphia’s landscape, memory-making 

was not an initial priority for residents or even politicians.  In fact, eighteenth and early 

nineteenth-century Philadelphians had a penchant for knocking things down, rather than 

preserving sites for future commemoration.  As was the case with the President’s House, 

many dilapidating eighteenth-century structures, including Benjamin Franklin’s house, 

were torn down to make way for new businesses.  According to Gary Nash, it would take 

a series of events between 1816-1826 to make “remembering Philadelphia” a business 

priority for the city.  One of these events involved the potential demolition of 

Independence Hall, then simply known as the Pennsylvania State House.  After the 

capital of Pennsylvania moved to Harrisburg, the State House was abandoned by 

everyone except Charles Wilson Peale, who housed his museum in the unoccupied space.  

By 1816, the Pennsylvania Assembly had attempted to sell the State House three times in 

an attempt to raise money for a new capitol building in Harrisburg.  In attempting to stop 

the building’s sale, Philadelphians were forced to define what types of places and events 

might be considered “historic.”  After years of debate, the city eventually purchased the 

building from the state for the price of $70,000.  This near miss was followed in 1824 by 

a visit from the Marquis de Lafayette, the former Revolutionary War general.  Lafayette’s 

visit, as well as the fiftieth anniversary of the United States celebration two years later, 

focused attention on the old State House.  By 1828, Philadelphia had embraced the “Hall 

of Independence” as a historic shrine in the national narrative, and began construction to 

restore it to its former colonial appearance.31   

As Philadelphians soon discovered, however, getting into the “memory game” 

would involve a political struggle for control.  Various parties had an interest in 

contributing to, if not capitalizing on, Philadelphia’s symbolic historical landscape.  One 

such group was a company of city patricians, founders of the Pennsylvania Historical 

Society and their associates.  Uncomfortable with Philadelphia’s expanding ethnic 

population, immigrants and minorities they could neither understand nor effectively 

control, these elites attempted to exert a moralizing influence through historical narrative.   

“By privately preserving the artifacts of olden times, by publishing the first histories of 

                                                        
31 Nash, First City, 2-8; Charlene Mires, Independence Hall in American Memory (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2002), 65-77. 
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the city, and by publicly invoking the heroes of the founding and revolutionary periods 

by carefully staged commemorative pageantry,” writes Nash, “they would convey their 

understanding of American history – and Philadelphia’s role in it – to unruly 

newcomers.”32  But try as they might, the city’s elites were unable to convince the public 

to accept one single national historical narrative.  Quite simply, they were not the only 

Philadelphians interested in having a say in what would be remembered about the 

nation’s founding.  In the mid-1800s, the public’s historical imagination was engaged not 

by the city’s cultural institutions, but by a sensational novelist who “gave polite history a 

bad name.”  George Lippard was a myth-making machine, and the fact that his Liberty 

Bell story lives on in the American imagination today is a testament to his popularity.  In 

1847, Lippard wrote a story called “Ring, Grandfather, Ring” for The Saturday Courier 

that alleged that an elderly bellmen rang the bell on July 4, 1776 after his grandson heard 

Congress declare independence.  In actuality, the bell rang on July 8, 1776 to signal a 

reading of the Declaration of Independence.33  Legends like those written by Lippard 

were of more interest to nineteenth-century Philadelphians than the histories of the “great 

men of the Revolution” peddled by upper class historians.  Despite these “official” 

efforts, “subaltern parts of Philadelphia’s diverse populations presented counter-

narratives of their own” and attempted to “preserve the memory of still largely 

unrecognized heroes and hidden chapters of the city’s history.”34  

In the case of Philadelphia’s historical memory, nineteenth-century problems 

were never resolved.  In contemporary culture, the NPS has become the “official” source 

of United States history.  This was not, of course, the initial intention of the park service.  

The NPS was originally founded in 1916 to preserve America’s natural resources.  In its 

early days, the agency focused on the management of parks like Yellowstone and 

Yosemite, which had been acquired by the federal government in the late nineteenth 

century.  By 1930, however, director Horace Albright wanted the park service to be more 

than custodians of nature.  Albright wanted to increase park tourism while also 

strengthening the NPS’ role in the government.  He felt certain that the road to expansion 
                                                        
32 Nash, First City, 176. 
33 Gary B. Nash, “Liberty Bell,” The Encyclopedia of Greater Philadelphia, 
http://philadelphiaencyclopedia.org/archive/liberty-bell/. 
34 Ibid., 216-218, 291.  
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lay in the acquisition of the country’s important historical sites.  In 1933, Albright’s 

friend, Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes, convinced President Roosevelt to transfer 

the management of battlefields and federal historic sites from the War Department and 

the Department of Agriculture over to the reorganized National Park Service.  Almost 

overnight, the parks under Albright’s jurisdiction more than tripled.35  But Albright’s 

ambition extended to the acquisition of historical sites not owned by the federal 

government.  In 1935 Congress passed the Historic Sites Act, which secured the 

government’s right of involvement in the preservation of privately owned historic 

structures and formalized the procedures through which the federal government could 

approve the creation of historic sites and monuments.  The Act declared it a “national 

policy to preserve for public use historic sites, buildings, and objects of national 

significance for the inspiration and benefit of the people of the United States.”36  

Unbeknownst to the National Park Service, the Historic Sites Act made waves 

through Philadelphia’s cultural community in the mid-1930s.  Even while Albright 

lobbied for an expanded National Park Service, Philadelphians were discussing the future 

of Independence Hall.  City architects had begun to debate plans for Philadelphia’s 

historic district when the Great Depression effectively eliminated any hope of private 

funding, and even precluded financial assistance from the city itself.  Buoyed by the 

passing of the Historic Sites Act and encouraged by the park service’s active acquisition 

of historic sites, the cultural community turned to the federal government for assistance.  

The National Park Service gained an initial foothold in Philadelphia after the Treasury 

Department transferred ownership of the Second Bank of the United States over to them 

in the late 1930s.  Such prominent Philadelphians as Judge Edwin O. Lewis and Isidor 

Ostroff, a representative for the Independence Park and Society Hill districts, encouraged 

the NPS to consider Philadelphia’s historic sites for a potential national park.  Initial 

attempts by the park service to form a cooperative agreement with the City of 

Philadelphia failed, however.  It wasn’t until the outbreak of World War II that a larger 

group of Philadelphians would begin to lobby for a national park.  Fears for the wartime 

                                                        
35 John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the Twentieth 
Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992), 170-176. 
36 Historic Sites Act of 1935, 49 Stat. 666; 16 U.S.C. 461-467 (1935). 
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safety of Independence Hall, coupled with a burst of patriotic sentiment, prompted the 

formation of the Independence Hall Association in 1942.  Thanks to their efforts and 

those of Judge Lewis in particular, the city entered into an agreement with the federal 

government for the creation of a national park in Philadelphia.  The NPS would oversee 

the area east of Independence Hall, while the State of Pennsylvania would fund 

Independence Mall to the north.  In 1948, Independence National Historical Park was 

officially founded “for the purpose of preserving for the benefit of the American people” 

historical buildings and sites “of outstanding national significance.”  “With the founding 

of the park,” writes Steven Conn, “Philadelphia, at least in the minds of many, became an 

eighteenth-century city again, and much of the region’s future became staked to its 

past.”37 

The creation of a national park fit in rather neatly with the city’s plans for 

redevelopment.  By the late 1940s, the process of deindustrialization had begun, and 

Philadelphia’s once prolific manufacturing jobs became scarce.  The city planning 

commission, led by executive director Edmund Bacon, introduced redevelopment plans 

that focused on urban renewal in an attempt to restructure the city’s economy.  In many 

ways, this meant enticing the recently-fled middle classes to return from the suburbs to 

the city.  Bacon and his colleagues hoped to turn blighted city spaces into redesigned 

communities that would appeal to future inhabitants.  These urban planners envisioned “a 

continuous swath of rebuilt space” that would run from the Delaware River, through the 

newly-commissioned historic district, and along Market, Chestnuts, and Walnut Streets 

until they met the Benjamin Franklin Parkway.  A new transportation system of highways 

and railways would convey the middle classes to a revitalized central business district.  

Historian Andrew Feffer comments that “The symbolic economy of the downtown 

landscape, in which public space would be represented as habitable, profitable, and safe, 

would undergird the emerging informational economy of the restructured city, a 

monument to its future prosperity.”38  

                                                        
37 Greiff, Independence: Creation of a National Park, 65-80; USC Title 16, Subchapter LI, § 407m; Conn, 
Metropolitan Philadelphia, 78. 
38 Andrew Feffer, “Show Down in Center City: Staging Redevelopment and Citizenship in Bicentennial 
Philadelphia, 1974-1977, Journal of Urban History (30): 2004, 793-795. 
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Of course, redevelopment would involve the wholesale removal of entire 

neighborhood populations.  In particular, Bacon and his team had their eye on the Society 

Hill neighborhood directly to the southeast of Independence Hall.  The oldest 

neighborhood in Philadelphia, Society Hill was a low-income, working-class community 

whose ramshackle shelters had seen better days.  The city planning commission, 

however, saw the economic value of the rows of historic, Federal-style housing.39  But as 

city planners soon found out, eliminating the unsightly remains of industrialization and 

encouraging hundreds of families to move to new homes was easier said than done.  

Some architects hoped that by facilitating the resettlement, particularly of African 

Americans, to public or low-income housing, they might effectively neutralize 

community discontent.  But not only were people reluctant to sell their homes, white 

neighborhoods on the receiving end of the moves often protested the changes as well.40  

“Modernistic planners,” admit John Bauman and David Schuyler, “even those with 

humanistic inclinations like Bacon, focused on the city’s physical plight, not on the social 

and economic distress, racial segregation, and income inequality underlying the evidence 

of urban decay.”41  In this way, the efforts of the postwar city planners ultimately failed 

in their long-term goals of metropolitan revitalization. 

While the city planning commission wrangled with redevelopment plans, the staff 

at the newly formed Independence National Historical Park discussed their own 

objectives. Which historic structures should be included in park interpretation?  And how 

should the story of Independence Hall, the Liberty Bell, and Philadelphia’s other symbols 

be interpreted for a broad public?  In the 1930s, park service historians had decided that 

visitors would be incapable of understanding the full history of each park, let alone 

comprehend its role in a more complex national history.  As a result, it was agreed that 

interpretation at the parks must be selective, and therefore symbolic, in order to have the 

greatest possible impact.  In an effort to “educate the popular mind as to what historical 

representations were all about,” the NPS historians decided that visitors would be most 

effectively engaged by patriotic rhetoric.  Under the firm guiding influence of New Deal-
                                                        
39 Ibid.,” 794-795. 
40 John F. Bauman and David Schuyler, “Urban Politics and the Vision of a Modern City: Philadelphia and 
Lancaster after World War II,” The Pennsylvania Magazine of History and Biography (132): 2008, 384. 
41 Ibid., 389. 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patriotic nationalism, they suggested that park interpretation support a broader theme of 

nation building.  At INHP, the park service decided upon an interpretive theme that 

reflected (and glorified) the Founding Fathers and national origins.  This decision was 

influenced, however, by factors beyond traditional park service procedure.  In 1957, the 

National Park Service officially shifted its aim from the acquisition of sites to the 

presentation of one consolidated historical message for the public.  With “Mission 66,” 

its ten-year plan, the park service hoped to quell burgeoning civic unrest and urban 

discontent by refocusing public attention on what “good citizenship” entailed.  This 

spotlight on patriotism was considered all the more essential during the Cold War era.  

Faced with the “socialist threat” of the “Soviet menace,” park service staff at 

Independence National Historical Park called for interpretation that would celebrate the 

nation’s democratic origins.42    

The park’s spatial characteristics formed a perfect backdrop to the staff’s 

interpretation plans.  INHP’s founding legislation had previously determined which 

buildings would be restored under the auspices of the federal government.  Conversely, 

the park service also made decisions regarding which structures could be demolished as 

unnecessary to INHP’s Revolutionary-period interpretation.  In keeping with Bacon’s 

redevelopment plans, a number of important nineteenth-century buildings were razed to 

make way for Independence Mall.  Interestingly enough, the physical remnants of the 

President’s House were lost in this “massive demolition” of properties along Market 

Street.43  As a result of these efforts, Independence National Historical Park was 

transported to the colonial era, stripped of any complicating physical evidence of a post-

1776 history.  Ultimately, the park is a “fiction of sorts, a fantasy of what the park’s 

planners wanted eighteenth-century Philadelphia to look like.”44  Ironically, the reminder 

of what eighteenth-century Philadelphia might actually have looked like – the 

neighborhoods to the southeast of Independence Hall – were being rapidly restructured 

by the city.  Working class, ethnic neighborhoods like Society Hill were transformed into 

predominately white, upper-class communities.  As is often the case with urban 

                                                        
42 Bodnar, 197; Mires, “Invisible House,” 220, 223-224; Mires, Independence Hall, viii.  
43 Feffer, “Show Down,” 793-795. 
44 Conn, Metropolitan Philadelphia, 79. 
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neighborhood revitalization, the community’s ethnic and racial past was deliberately 

forgotten or erased by redevelopment.  The routing of entire populations reflected the 

exclusion of their histories from the national narrative being written at Independence 

National Historical Park.45   

In 1976, the city co-opted the nation’s bicentennial celebrations in order to 

“salvage the local urban landscape from its reputation for physical deterioration and 

violence and to reshape the public spaces in which good citizenship would be enacted.”  

During the Bicentennial, the park was advertised as a pilgrimage site, a place where 

visitors might travel in order to renew their personal connection to national origins and 

reaffirm their sense of citizenship and identity.  Philadelphia would thus rely on its 

heritage tourism to paint a picture of a more genteel city, one that would prove attractive 

to middle-class suburbanites.46  In the decades following the Bicentennial, however, 

Philadelphia became a hotspot for African American heritage tourism.  This brand of 

tourism occupies a dual space within and without the broad historical narrative told by 

the NPS and Historic Philadelphia, Inc.  In some ways, the African American heritage 

industry “simultaneously supports and undermines the city’s overall heritage project by 

paying tribute to the turbulence and violence of American black history even as it 

celebrates the foundations of a specifically African American identity.”  Elizabeth Grant 

suggests that the formerly displaced groups of the 1960s, and African Americans in 

particular, might find a path toward reentrance into city politics through Philadelphia’s 

lucrative heritage tourism.  Historic sites like the President’s House offer a valuable 

opportunity for previously discarded histories to be woven more fully into the city’s 

symbolic landscape.47  But as Hayden asserts, “Decades of ‘urban renewal’ and 

‘redevelopment’ of a savage kind have taught many communities that when the urban 

landscape is battered, important collective memories are obliterated.”  And indeed, INHP 

has proven to be less a site of “collective memory” and more a place of “selective 
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46 Feffer, “Show Down,” 791-792. 
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memory,” where the experience of certain groups has been deliberately left out of the 

national narrative.48   
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CHAPTER 3 

THEORIZING THE PRESIDENT’S HOUSE: MYTH, MEMORY, AND THE 

CULTURE WARS 

 The controversy over the President’s House is a direct result of unresolved 

tensions created by the National Park Service and the City of Philadelphia in the mid-

twentieth century.  The “power of place” is just one of many factors that public historians 

who do work in urban landscapes must consider.  Longstanding racial, social, and 

economic tensions in American cities often find their outlet in conflicts over history.  

Historical interpretation creates a space in which these disputes can be hashed out, and 

where groups can do battle over whose experience will be included in the broader 

historical narrative.  These fevered debates disprove the popular myth that we live in an 

ahistorical society.  The “culture wars” of the 1990s and the very emotional public debate 

over the President’s House reveal a society that is engaged with history and feels a strong 

connection to the past.49  Indeed, “the most intense skirmishes are not between history’s 

defenders and detractors,” write Katharine Corbett and Dick Miller, “but among 

defenders who champion very different notions of the past and its purposes.”  Social 

groups are compelled to insert themselves in the historical narrative by a firm belief in 

their own unique heritage.  The public comes to understand the past through interacting 

notions of history and heritage.  This can be problematic, for while history and heritage 

go hand in hand, they do not boast the same characteristics.  History is a critical 

“narrative of the past,” while heritage is usually an inherited, tangible, and often 

celebratory conceptualization.  In an effort to meet audience needs while also maintaining 

loyalty to scholarship, public historians frequently find themselves caught in the crossfire 

between history and heritage.  To effectively maneuver through these situations, public 

history professionals need to be aware of the sociological influences of heritage, identity, 

and memory on the public.50   
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 The public approaches history with a variety of tools under its collective belt.  

The most powerful of this hardware is the concept of memory.  Memory can be used to 

build the framework of heritage and identity.  Though it exists on different psychological 

and sociological levels, memory takes a variety of intersecting forms.  For example, 

while personal memory is private unless explicitly shared, we do require other people’s 

memories to substantiate our own and give them continued existence.  As members of a 

community, individuals share memories based on common experiences, traditions, and 

beliefs.  This collective memory has been defined as the “beliefs and ideas held in 

common by many individuals that together produce a sense of social solidarity and 

community.”51  Sociologist Maurice Halbwachs famously situated memory within its 

group context when he posited that memories “hang together” because “they are part of a 

totality of thoughts common to a group,” a group of people who have been interrelated at 

some point in their lives.  To recall shared memories, “we place ourselves in the 

perspective of this group…we adopt its interests and follow the slant of its reflections.” 

Personal memory, then, is molded to reflect the experience of the group we identify with.  

Furthermore, it is impossible to examine our memories without considering the social 

context in which they occurred.52  In the same way, an individual is only capable of 

revisiting his or her memories through the lens of contemporary culture.  This 

juxtaposition often causes an imagined past to be compared with an often less-than-

perfect present.   

Collective memory shapes the self-identity of social groups by embracing stories 

about the group’s past.  Our ability to remember and identify with the past gives 

meaning, purpose, and value to our existence.  When considering our present reality 

alongside our past, we tend to idealize our origins.  Halbwachs points out that most 

societies, following the example of the ancient Greeks, have situated the “golden age” at 
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the world’s beginning, rather than its end.53  To forge identity or shore up self-esteem, 

groups profess a unique and often glorified heritage based upon our origins.  “We may be 

modest about what we are,” notes one historian, “but rarely about what we were.” 

Though heritage is a constant facet of group identity, it is invoked at specific moments in 

a group’s experience, particularly when communities feel threatened by social 

transformations. “Beleaguered by loss and change,” writes Lowenthal, “we keep our 

bearings only by clinging to remnants of stability.”54  Standing before a re-created 

colonial street during the 1926 Philadelphia Sesquicentennial, one woman inadvertently 

revealed the issues at the heart of identity:  “It needs…this, reconstructed before our eyes, 

to reveal the fine heritage of beauty and dignity in ordinary everyday life which our 

ancestors have passed on to us.  It proves that our beginnings were not chaotic, lawless, 

cheap, or tawdry, but essentially noble, dignified.”55   

It frequently happens that the story of a nation’s origins and the actors in that 

narrative achieve a mythical, if not mystical, status.  “In celebrating symbols of their 

histories,” remarks one historian, “societies in fact worship themselves.”  In this sense, 

patriotic fervor and the blind defense of identity can been called a sort of “civic religion.”  

Historian Catherine Albanese describes religion as the “the way one orients oneself in the 

world, with reference to both the transcendent and the ordinary.”  She suggests that in the 

United States, the American Revolution was “in itself a religious experience.”56  Just as 

religious traditions are faith-based rather than rational, so too does heritage feature 

“fantasy, invention, mystery, error.” As citizens celebrate their national origins, they 

transfer meaning onto places and objects in seemingly irrational ways.  Albanese 

describes symbols as “the records of human experience,” and posits that “institutions and 

ideas are symbols among other symbols.”57  In the symbolic landscape of the American 

Revolution, two places have served as the altars for civil religion.  Independence Hall and 
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the Liberty Bell embody the illogic inherent in a patriotism that borders on religious 

fanaticism.  The Liberty Bell provides a perfect example of an object commandeered for 

national myth.  It was not, as Lippard’s story claims, triumphantly rung on July 4, 1776.  

Its reputation as a symbol of freedom was perpetuated by nineteenth-century 

abolitionists.  The Liberty Bell has since “become a stand-in for America’s vaunted 

qualities: independence, freedom, unalienable rights, and quality – virtually a touchstone 

of American identity.”58   

There is nothing guaranteed to inspire people to battle like religion.  If patriotism 

can be described as a civil religion, then it should be no surprise to note that “History 

wars frequently turn on the issue of patriotism.”59  Patriotism is the affectation of pride 

for identity and heritage.  It speaks to people’s sense of their own origins.  As such, it is a 

powerful tool that can be used to manipulate or evoke reaction from the public.  In his 

study of public memory, John Bodnar describes how patriotism functions as a symbolic 

mediator between official and vernacular culture.  He describes official culture as one 

commanded by authority figures at all societal levels.  These authorities have a vested 

interest in the preservation of the status quo, in the perpetuation of their institutions, and 

in social unity.  Official culture often clashes with the vernacular, which is based on a 

variety of social interests and experiences.  Defenders of vernacular culture are “intent on 

protecting values and restating views of reality derived from firsthand experience in 

small-scale communities rather than the ‘imagined’ communities of a large nation.”  

Vernacular culture represents the reality, rather than an idealistic “how it should be” 

version of culture often touted by self-interested authorities.  The two cultures exist in 

tension with one another, and where they meet, public memory is born.60                       

Bodnar defines public memory as “a body of beliefs and ideas about the past that 

help a public or society understand both its past, present, and by implication, its future.”  

When vernacular culture proves a “threat” to the official, as is sometimes the case, 

authorities employ patriotic rhetoric to influence popular memory. Official culture 
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promotes social unity by offering “interpretations of the past and present reality that 

reduce the power of competing interests that threaten the attainment of their goals.”  

Official culture paints a nationalistic picture of the whole that siphons power away from 

the assortment of vernacular interests.  It utilizes an abstract sense of the sacred past to 

motivate and unify the public.  Public memory is political because it is driven by issues 

of the present.  It calls into question “fundamental issues about the entire existence of a 

society.”   But such is the power of vernacular culture that, despite official uses of the 

past to “foster patriotism and civic duty” in the public, the average person continues to 

“accept, reformulate, and ignore such messages.”61   

Indeed, the relationship of the public to sources of “official” history is 

complicated.  On the one hand, many people look to government agencies like the 

National Park Service for reliable history.  Many groups ultimately want the government 

to acknowledge their own experience and include it in the “official” national narrative.  

This is not a recent phenomenon.  When the NPS was reviewing historical sites for 

potential national parks in the mid-century, their “insistence on national significance and 

major themes forced individuals and localities into exaggerated attempts to distort their 

past, to make their own memories part of the national record.”  In doing so, they altered 

their collective memory to appeal to a more federally sanctioned idea of history.  Though 

early park service officials were eager to be considered the most reliable public source for 

national history, that role has proved to be less-than-easy to play.  Even while 

communities were altering their history to appeal to an interpretative theme of patriotic 

inspiration, they attempted to draw the government’s attention to the importance of 

unique group memories.  The public challenged, and continues to challenge, notions of an 

official national history with “personal emotions and local boosterism.”62  As Bodnar 

notes, people selectively choose the nationalistic story that gives them the greatest sense 

of personal pride.  As historian Robert Archibald recalls, personal memory and 

communal memory may be “theoretically explicable,” but they are “the product of so 

many variables as to be practically random and unpredictable.”63  While the public 
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alternately challenges and panders to official history, they outright reject attempts to tell 

them how to feel and what to value.  According to Rosenzweig and Thelen’s landmark 

study, while Americans put more faith in the historical accuracy of museums than of any 

other source of historical knowledge, they dislike exhibits that offer obvious conclusions.  

They prefer it when exhibits convey impartiality and appear to be the result of the 

opinions of many different historical experts.  When they are left to draw their own 

conclusions, the public is satisfied.  But when historical interpretation appears to push an 

agenda that threatens the public’s sense of identity, the public is inclined to push back.64  

According to David Thelen, “the ‘history wars’ of recent years have subverted the 

development of a healthy, participatory, fundamentally historical culture because they 

have politicized history as a struggle among claims to authority.”65  Never was this 

clearer than during the controversy over the Enola Gay exhibit at the Smithsonian 

National Air and Space Museum (NASM).  In 1990, the museum began plans for an 

exhibition that would display the newly restored Enola Gay, the B-29 plane that dropped 

the atomic bomb on Hiroshima in 1945, essentially ending the war in Japan.  Coinciding 

with the 50th anniversary of World War II, the exhibit would attempt to explore the 

controversial decision to drop the bomb.   Though NASM officials anticipated some level 

of controversy, they were unprepared for the vitriolic public response to the proposed 

exhibit.  Veterans groups, the Air Force Association (AFA) in particular, were unhappy 

with the initial exhibit script.  They felt that instead of honoring servicemen and 

commemorating the Enola Gay, the exhibit was overly sympathetic to Japan.  The AFA 

went public with their dissatisfaction, and the resulting media frenzy involved everyone 

from community groups to Congress.  The press facilitated the controversy by 

consistently printing misinformation regarding the proposed exhibit – even as NASM 

consulted with military historians and created multiple exhibit drafts.  Public response to 

the proposed Enola Gay exhibit was so passionate because the public essentially felt that 

the Smithsonian was asking them to choose between “official” government historians and 
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the wartime memories of veterans.66   In Rosenzweig and Thelen’s survey, while 80% of 

respondents declared that museums were the most accurate source of historical 

information, 70% also declared that they trusted personal accounts of history from 

grandparents and personal relations almost as much. If we are to judge by these statistics, 

then the Enola Gay exhibit represented the perfect storm of museum controversy.  When 

the storm cleared, NASM was left with a sterilized Enola Gay exhibit, and museum 

director Harwit resigned from his post.67  

As the creators of the Enola Gay exhibit discovered, any attempt to “destabilize a 

larger sacred myth of the country’s origins and development” leaves an institution open 

to public ire.68  Because of this, many cultural institutions are afraid to engage the public 

on controversial issues.  The Enola Gay exhibit was so inflammatory because it forced 

the public to re-examine the patriotic legacy of World War II.  It also rehashed a 

shameful moment in American history.  Because shame is not a comfortable feeling, it is 

typically excluded from popular historical narrative.  “To acknowledge shame, after all,” 

writes Erika Doss, “is to admit that there is something to be ashamed about.”69  But 

Aaron Lazare cautions that people should not feel guilty for actions which they did not 

commit.  “But just as people take pride in things for which they had no responsibility 

(such as famous ancestors…and great accomplishments of their nation), so, too, must 

these people accept the shame (but not the guilt) of their family…and their nations.  

Accepting national pride must include willingness to accept national shame when one’s 

country has not measured up…this accountability is what we mean when we speak of 

having a national identity.”  Though the United States is hardly alone in grappling with 

shameful moments of historical infamy, tensions within our society reflect the unresolved 

issues of the past.  As the “nation’s most enduring contradiction,” the legacy of slavery 

continues to have an impact on contemporary racial tensions.70  
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“By enshrining certain events and experiences as part of a common past,” writes 

Randall Jimerson, collective memory “embodies values, rituals, and directions for future 

actions.”  But as we have seen with the President’s House site, a “common past” might 

more accurately be referred to as a selective past.  A society’s responsibility to remember 

episodes of tragedy and shame are often balanced against a desire to forget that these 

events occurred.  When this happens, we run the risk of effacing the memory of painful 

but essential moments in our history. Doss suggests that the historical recovery of such 

historical events offer one solution to the problem of memorializing sites of shame.71  

Indeed, shifts in historical scholarship in the 1960s as well as changes in the political, 

economic, and social climate, have empowered previously underrepresented groups to 

demand recognition of their historical experience from the rest of the nation.    During the 

President’s House site controversy, African American community groups as well as the 

Ad Hoc Historians fought to have the history of slavery told at the Independence National 

Historical Park.  Their actions illustrate an interesting paradox in the recovery of “lost” 

histories.  While groups feel increasingly empowered to challenge “official” narratives of 

history, they reveal a desire to have their distinct experience acknowledged by their 

governing institutions.  Steve Conn puzzles over the tendency of protest groups to return 

to places of national origin to demand their rights.  “Philadelphia’s history and its 

collection of historic icons have thus served since the 1830s as the stage set upon which 

different groups have tried to establish their historical legitimacy and to demonstrate their 

connections to the founding ideals.”72  

With so many social groups clashing over historical interpretation, scholarship 

often finds itself on the backburner.  “History co-opted by heritage,” worries one 

historian, can perpetuate “exclusionary myth” and assert a primacy of one group over 

another.73  David Blight writes that “if history is shared and secular, memory is often 

treated as a sacred set of absolute meanings and stories, possessed as the heritage or 

identity of a community examines the differences between history and memory.”  He 

adds, “History asserts the authority of academic training and canons of evidence; memory 
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carries the often more immediate authority of community membership and experience.”74  

It still cannot be denied, however, that memories exact a critical influence on historical 

understanding by shaping identity and heritage.  With this contradiction in mind, how 

might public historians reconcile the moments when streams of history and memory 

diverge?  Author Richard White advises that public historians throw in the towel.  

“History is the enemy of memory,” he writes.  “When left alone with memories, 

historians treat them as detectives treat their sources: they compare them, interrogate 

them, and match them once against the other.”75  When faced with contradictions 

between history and memory, public historians should look to their documentary source: 

the archive. 
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CHAPTER 4 

SCHELLENBERG, MEET DERRIDA: ARCHIVES, MEMORY, AND ISSUES OF 

AUTHORITY 

 Archives are the warehouses of collective memory.  In much of Western culture, 

historical memory reaches the “social actor” through images and written documentation.  

According to geographer Kenneth Foote, “material objects, artifacts, and documents – 

including those contained in archival collections – play a special role in human 

communication.”  The durability of objects allows meaning to be conveyed long after 

verbal communication is possible.  Material objects that are considered valuable by a 

society are transferred to the archive for safekeeping and eventual interpretation.  

Artifacts and documents provide a record of events and are created in an effort to 

permanently fix memory in time.  Paradoxically, though they are the product of memory, 

artifacts and documents are predominately utilized by researchers to counteract the 

fragility of memory.  Archivist Randall Jimerson points out that the material contained in 

archives provides historical evidence that can be used to counterbalance collective 

memory.  “Collectively, these records of the past provide a corrective for human 

memory, a surrogate that remains unchanged while memory constantly shifts and 

refocuses its vision of the past.”76  As archivists Terry Cook and Joan Schwartz assert 

somewhat more apocalyptically, “Without archives, memory falters, knowledge of 

accomplishments fades, pride in a shared past dissipates.”77   

The ability of documents to communicate meaning as poignantly as spoken 

remembrances places the archive in a uniquely powerful position.  As documentary 

storehouses, archives can be seen as a valuable means of “extending the temporal and 

spatial range of human communication.”78  This power manifests itself in the professional 

function of the archivist, as he or she determines which documents to preserve and who 

will be allowed access to information.  In his Presidential Address for the Society of 
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American Archivists (SAA), Jimerson elaborates on the instances in which the archive 

asserts power.  His analogy of the archives as “temple, prison, and restaurant” effectively 

summarizes the three main roles of the archive.  The first, the “temple,” regards archival 

control over collective memory.  Oral tradition notwithstanding, a society’s memory does 

not extend farther than the written records that communicate those memories.  That 

experience is further mediated by decisions over which records are kept and which are 

abandoned to the vagaries of fate.  At the very least, most records collections are weeded 

out at least twice – first by the document creator, and then by the archivist doing the 

appraisal.  These choices are instrumental in creating the historical record.  Jimerson also 

notes archival control over the safekeeping of records in his characterization of the 

archives as a “prison.”  He refers not only to archival surveillance in reading rooms, so 

like Jeremy Bentham’s “panoptican,” but also to the arrangement decisions that “trap” 

records in boxes.  In his analogy of “the restaurant” – which makes much more sense in 

the context of his speech – Jimerson discusses the role of the archivist as mediator 

between records and users.  In this sense, the archivist serves as interpreter of the 

documents long before historians further interpret them for scholarship.  This power also 

manifests itself through written finding aids and in the documentation that archivists 

allow the researcher to see.79   

The subject of Jimerson’s speech speaks to critical developments in archival 

studies.  The concept of archival “power” is an oft-debated topic in the field, particularly 

as recent scholarship in postmodern theory has revealed the centrality of archives in 

supporting and perpetuating the power of the nation state.  In 1995, Jacques Derrida made 

waves when he published his essay, Archive Fever.  He notoriously kicked off his 

discussion by deconstructing the origins of the word “archive.”  He pointed out that the 

word “archives” comes from the Greek arkheion, which refers to the physical residence 

of those with social or political power.  Because these powerful people, or archons, make 

the laws, it is within the arkheion that official government documents are kept.  Archons 

are trusted to protect and interpret these documents.80  With this publication, Derrida 

dragged archival theory into the scholarly spotlight.  Cultural theorists and historians like 
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Carolyn Steedman began to debate the theoretical “archive” in earnest.  Derrida brought 

scholarly attention to “the archive as a way of seeing, or a way of knowing; the archive as 

a symbol or form of power.”81  This theory is particularly shocking because it insinuates 

that archives have historically only documented the voices of the elite, the powerful and 

educated members of society.  Ann Laura Stoler notes that students of culture are 

beginning to reflect on archives “not as sites of knowledge retrieval but knowledge 

production, as monuments of states, as well as sites of state ethnography.”82 

If the postmodernists are correct, then the impact on contemporary archives 

theory is explosive.  It might seem incongruous, this idea of “old, dusty archives, stored 

away in secure vaults” as exerting such inexorable power over how we view our past and 

understand our own identity.83  While these ideas do change the way that archivists view 

their work, archives professionals have also been inclined to challenge these postmodern 

theorists.  What historians refuse to understand, they argue, is that the archive is hardly an 

organically created collection of documents that await discovery by an investigatory 

scholar.  Furthermore, they add with scorn, postmodern theorists (and academics in 

general) frequently overlook the importance of archivists’ appraisal decisions, as well as 

the historical context in which they work.84  At the very least, however, many archivists 

now agree that the traditional approach to archiving is no longer a culturally responsible 

one.  Over the course of the twentieth century, archivists have gradually moved away 

from the “keeper” mentality and have begun to debate their role in the creation of 

collective memory.  The development of social history in the 1960s and 1970s in 

particular prompted archivists to revaluate their collections development policies.  As 

researchers flocked to the archive in search of primary source material related to 

women’s history and the history of minority groups, it became clear that the voices of the 

politically less powerful had been inadvertently excluded from the archive.  Archivists 

like Gerald Ham urged his colleagues to take a “more active and perhaps more creative 

                                                        
81 Carolyn Steedman, Dust: The Archive and Cultural History (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 
2002), 2. 
82 Jimerson, “Embracing the Power, 24; Ann Laura Stoler, “Colonial Archives and the Arts of Governance: 
On the Content in the Form,” Archival Science 2 (2002): 86.  
83 Schwartz and Cook, “Archives, Records, and Power,” 1. 
84 Francis X. Blouin Jr. and William G. Rosenberg, Processing the Past: Contesting Authority in History 
and the Archives (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 119. 



  37 

role” by promoting a more inclusive historical record.  This call to arms has been 

repeated with increasing fervor in recent years as archivists lay down the banner of 

neutrality and accept their new role as “activist archivists.”  “Rather than hide from our 

power in the realm of history, memory, and the past,” Jimerson writes, “I hope that we 

will embrace the power of archives and use it for the good of humankind.”85  

Traditional archival theory is the product of hundreds of years’ worth of 

developments in recordkeeping.  For example, long before they were viewed as sources 

of historical authority, “archives” referred to places where governments stored 

administrative documents.  As Francis Blouin points out, “The modern idea of a ‘record’ 

as an object derives from…forming a document as a ‘memorial’ or transactions or social 

events.”  At this point in history, then, archival records were thought to merely contain 

evidence of past transactions or events.  The development of diplomacy, however, 

changed how these records were “archived.”  Blouin continues, “The sixteenth-and 

seventeenth-century transformation of European powers into vast empires and 

transcontinental interests required new bureaucratic structures to facilitate connection and 

coordination through briefs, diplomatic or expedition reports, and other new forms of 

documentation.”  As a result, records began to be organized according to subject or 

creator.  No longer were they viewed as simple transactional records.  The age of 

revolutions represented the second shift recordkeeping.  It was a period in which the 

concept of authority was questioned, if not outright distrusted.  In Europe, and 

particularly France, Belgium, Austria, Spain, and England, revolution and new regimes 

constituted a new differentiation between records.  Suddenly, the documentation of the 

former regime was considered “historic.”  During the eighteenth century, then, a new 

distinction between government documents and historic manuscripts was made.86 

It wasn’t until the nineteenth century, however, that modern archival theory 

would be developed.  This was due in large part to the efforts of historian Leopold von 

Ranke, the father of scientific history.   In an effort to know “how things really were” -

wie es eigentlich gewesen – Ranke insisted upon the authority of archival documentation.  
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For Ranke, “the truth was in the object.”87  In his own research, Ranke gleefully plumbed 

the archives of Vienna and Italy to find documentary evidence to prove his assertions.  

He taught this methodology to his university seminar students, and his ideas about 

conducting research eventually became the model for future historical scholarship.  As 

Bonnie Smith notes, Ranke and his seminar students viewed archival documents as the 

ultimate historical proof.  “Professionalizers promoted a reliance on the methodical 

examination of state documents found in archives to anchor history’s universal truth.  The 

truth resulted from the common though expert citizen’s hard work and skill in finding 

authentic documents.”88   Into the twentieth century, the pervading belief was that these 

“authentic documents” were the naturally accumulated in the course of business; what 

Terry Cook describes as “a kind of neo-Darwinian construction…of the survival of the 

fittest applied to the workings of the registry office.”  Thus the archive was viewed as 

natural, rather than problematic.  Archivists in turn functioned as guardians of these 

organic records.  The founding theoretician of the archival profession, Hilary Jenkinson 

expounded on this ideology in this writings.  According to Jenkinson, it was not the 

archivist’s job to interfere with records creation.  Instead, records were to be preserved 

together with their “siblings” in the natural order in which they were created.89 

By the mid-twentieth century, however, the nature of record making had altered 

significantly.  When Jenkinson first developed archival theory, archives generally 

contained only handwritten documents.  With the invention of the typewriter in the 

nineteenth century, it became easier to produce multiple copies of the same document.  

The proliferation of documents built steadily until World War II, when the expansion of 

government agencies precipitated an explosion of archival records.  In America, T.R. 

Schellenberg and his colleagues at the National Archives found themselves in an 

unprecedented situation.  There was no conceivable way, they argued, to keep all the 

records that were being produced.  There were simply not enough resources to care for 

the records, let alone provide researchers with access to them.  It quickly became 
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apparent that the Jenkinsonian ideal - that unessential documents would be naturally 

weeded out by the creator before they reached the archives - was an unrealistic concept.  

Schellenberg declared that archivists must begin making appraisal decisions about which 

records they would keep, and which would be thrown away.  He was quickly joined by 

other archivists who offered their own various justifications for appraisal theory.  The 

consensus among American archivists by the 1950s was that appraisal was a necessary 

evil.  This ideological split in archives theory is generally known as the “pragmatic vs. 

theoretical approach,” and is a difference that is still maintained between the United 

States, Canada, and Great Britain.90      

Ironically, the appraisal issues that caused an international split in the profession 

continue to cause debate.  At present, the discussion over appraisal is less a question of 

“should we do it?” and more a matter of “how do we do it?”  In the years since 

Schellenberg first made his suggestions, the professional guidelines for appraisal have 

been relatively undefined.  Currently, the Society of American Archivists is attempting to 

develop an official set of appraisal standards.  This initiative is a crucial step toward 

declaring a broader professional identity for archivists.  Though archivists chuckle over 

the phrase, “we are what we keep and we keep what we are,” there is truth in the 

implication.  Archivists have a natural tendency to make appraisal decisions based around 

subjects they are interested in or familiar with.  However inadvertent, this can be 

problematic when coupled with the archivist’s unique power in creating the historical 

record.  Because archivists “appraise, collect, and preserve the props with which notions 

of identity are built,” there is good reason to promote responsible decision-making.91  In 

his manual on selection and appraisal, Frank Boles confirms that records selection is now 

a social requirement.  In addition, he argues that archivists are uniquely positioned to 

make these appraisal decisions by virtue of their education and experience.  “Unique 

among professional groups,” he writes, “archivists can look collectively at a record 

                                                        
90Boles, Selecting and Appraising, 1-6. 
91 Schwartz and Cook, “Archives, Records, and Power,” 16. 



  40 

system and ask not what records are needed to meet immediate needs but rather what 

recorded information will serve society best in the future.”92 

A record might be valued for its content, but to a greater extent it is valued for its 

meaning.  “Like archives collectively,” write Schwartz and Cook, “the individual 

document is not just a bearer of historical content, but also a reflection of the needs and 

desires of its creator, the purpose(s) for its creation, the audience(s) viewing the record, 

the broader legal, technical, organizational, social, and cultural-intellectual contexts in 

which the creator and audience operated and in which the document is made meaningful, 

and the initial intervention and on-going mediation of archivists.”  But of course, 

concepts of meaning change over time and are dependent on the observer.93   The very 

idea that some records are sacred, like the Constitution, while others are not (i.e. records 

chronicling women’s history) was a traditional mainstay in archival theory.  As the value 

of archival documents fluctuates with historiographical changes, it has been suggested 

that archivists focus “not the practical, but the impractical reasons for the creation of 

records.”  Questions like, “who created this document, and what social environment were 

they writing in?” can inspire the archivist to more inclusive appraisal decisions. 

“Archivists can profit,” writes archivist James O’Toole, “by thinking about the human 

needs and activities that call records into being.”94   

 
In a society with changing ideas about archival authority, how might archivists 

“embrace the power of archives” for the benefit of society?  The first step, Terry Cook 

and Joan Schwartz suggest, is to publicly acknowledge this responsibility.  “When power 

is denied, overlooked, or unchallenged, it is misleading at best and dangerous at worst,” 

they write.  “Power recognized becomes power that can be questioned, made 

accountable, and open to transparent dialogue and enriched understanding.”95  The power 

of archives is certain to be handled with more sensitivity if professionals are aware of the 

far-reaching impact of their work.  “By treating records and archives as contested sites of 

power,” they add, “we can bring new sensibilities to understanding records and archives 
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as dynamic technologies of rule which actually create the histories and social realities 

they ostensibly only describe.”96  Dutch archivist Eric Ketelaar goes even further by 

asserting, “in a democracy, the debate about selection and access should be a public 

debate, subject to verification and control by the public.”  The push for transparency in 

decision-making and inclusivity in the archive does represent a break from traditional 

archives theory.  If archivists are to take new approaches to appraisal, and work to 

include previously unheard voices into the archive, it will require a readjustment of their 

professional identity.  With a unified mission and a new sense of purpose, archivists will 

be able to promote broader notions of historical knowledge and understanding.97            
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CHAPTER 5 

STRATEGIC ALLIANCES: ARCHIVES AND PUBLIC HISTORY 

 In the post-postmodern age, it is no longer possible for a responsible archivist to 

be mere steward of records.  Many professionals are now aware of the vital role they play 

in the preservation and creation of social memory.  They are technologically informed 

and work to provide digital and physical access to their collections.  They strive to collect 

material that will create a more robust historical record.  Many archivists are also 

transparent about their appraisal decisions and welcome public interaction.  Admittedly, 

to characterize a “good archivist” as forward thinking, socially aware, historically 

conscious, and open to discussion is a rather tall order.  If public historians are going to 

successfully persuade archivists to join them in the campaign for public engagement, 

however, they are going to have to appeal to these new ideas of what an “activist 

archivist” does.  The traditional definition of “archivist” describes “an individual 

responsible for appraising, acquiring, arranging, describing, preserving, and providing 

access to records of enduring value, according to the principles of provenance, original 

order, and collective control to protect the materials’ authenticity and context,” or more 

simply, “An individual with responsibility for management and oversight of an archival 

repository or of records of enduring value.”98  But most archivists consider their work to 

be much more complex than this limited statement describes.  Barbara Craig and James 

O’Toole have sought to complicate the traditional definition of “archivist” by suggesting 

that professionals have a “dual personality.”  “On the one hand,” write Craig and 

O’Toole, “they are cognizant of the utilitarian role of records in administration and the 

law…On the other hand, they are sensitive to the historical changes in records and the 

contingent circumstances in which they thrived.”99  

Even as the archives profession has struggled to define itself as unique, it has 

found itself caught in the crosshairs between history, museum studies, and library 

science.  Technically speaking, archives professionals can be trained in any of these 
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educational programs.  As the technology of information science rapidly develops, 

however, library science programs are creating more and more archives graduates.  These 

graduates are tech savvy and well versed in cataloguing procedures.  For the most part, 

they are not taught how to contextualize records within a larger historical framework.  By 

the same token, archivists who are educated in history graduate programs may be more 

familiar with context and theory and less knowledgeable about the science of cataloguing 

records.  Public history programs, suggest some archivists, do an admirable job of 

bridging the gap between the working professional and the historian.  In 1986, Richard 

Cox wrote that “archivists and public historians should jointly work for the identification, 

preservation, and management of America’s documentary heritage, for the promotion of 

the practical value of historical knowledge to address contemporary social issues and 

problems, and for resolution of similar professional concerns such as the adequacy of 

their education preparation and training.”  A few years later, Tyler O. Walters advocated 

for the incorporation of archives education into public history programs.  “One of the 

signal contributions public historians can make to the archivists they educate is a greater 

understanding of, and cooperation between, the history-related professions.  By virtue of 

its familiarity with many history-related professions, students of these programs will 

become more aware of common concerns.”100 

One “common concern” for archivists and public historians is the public they 

serve.  Public history professionals are aware that the history they interpret for a broad 

audience must have immediate relevance in order to be effective.  Ideally, an engaging 

and thought-provoking public exhibit promotes discussion that has an ultimately positive 

community impact.  Over the past twenty years, public historians have called for 

increased public participation with the development and execution of public history 

projects.  Known as “shared authority,” this methodology is used by public historians 

who wage “a kind of guerilla war” against the authority of professional scholarship.  

Historian Michael Frisch describes shared authority as a means of empowering an 

otherwise voiceless public, “returning to particular communities or generating from 
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within them the authority to explore and interpret their own experience, experience 

traditionally invisible in formal history because of predictable assumptions about who 

and what matters, interpretations more actively ignored or resisted by academic 

scholarship by virtue of their political content and implications.”101   

Though it is generally considered a positive approach to community-based public 

history projects, many professionals know that embracing shared authority is easier said 

than done.  In working with communities on project development, scholars face the 

challenge of adapting university research and interpretation methods to their 

nonacademic partners.  Scholars must also convince community partners that there is 

value in connecting their individual stories to a broader historical framework.  By the 

same token, public history professionals must sometimes defer authority to their partners, 

despite its effect on the project’s accuracy.  Speaking from experience, Andrew Hurley 

warns that “the construction of viable and equitable partnerships requires project 

participants to reconcile very different ways of understanding the past and acquiring 

historical knowledge.”102  After more than a decade of practice, some professionals have 

found these differences too difficult to reconcile.  Recent commentary from urban 

planners in particular has alluded that projects run the risk of being compromised by 

planning methodologies that include too strong a focus on shared authority.  In urban 

neighborhoods in particular, race and class distinctions may breed distrust among 

community members and their partner-professionals.  “To confront these issues,” Hurley 

suggests, “is to ask how epistemological differences can be reconciled without sacrificing 

the professional integrity of scholars or the good faith of local communities.”  He 

suggests that rather than getting caught up in “open dialogue, compromise, and 

painstaking negotiation,” public historians should ultimately “play a role in supporting 

community agendas.”103 

 Public historians struggling with problems of shared authority have an obvious 

ally in archivists.  Coinciding with trends in public history, archives professionals have 

                                                        
101 Michael Frisch, A Shared Authority: Essays on the Craft and Meaning of Oral and Public History, 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990), xxi. 
102 Hurley, Beyond Preservation, 146. 
103 Ibid, 147. 



  45 

endeavored to bring notions of shared authority into the archive.  Recently, archivists 

have launched efforts for increased public interaction between users and the archive.  In 

addition to digitizing collections, some archivists have solicited public feedback on the 

records themselves using a method known as “crowd-sourcing.”  The Transcribe 

Bentham project, based out of the University College London (UCL), has enlisted the 

public’s help in transcribing the papers of Jeremy Bentham.  It is the most recent 

initiative of UCL’s Bentham Project, which began in 1959 with the goal of publishing an 

authoritative collection of Bentham’s writings.  Faced with over 60,000 manuscripts, 

many of which had never been transcribed, the university decided to request public 

assistance on what might have been an otherwise endless process.  UCL digitizes 

Bentham’s papers in batches, and users log in through the digital “Transcription desk” 

portal and choose a manuscript to transcribe.  Users are able to see the work of other 

transcribers, and have the option of creating social profiles in order to discuss ideas and 

opinions with other users.  Transcriptions are uploaded to UCL’s digital Bentham Papers 

repository, where researchers can view them alongside the original manuscript.  The 

Bentham papers are an important part of British education, and UCL is already seeing 

that schoolchildren and other less senior researchers are benefitting from having the 

material digitized and transcribed.  And this award-winning project is not the only one of 

its kind; in fact, within the past year, crowd-sourced transcription initiatives have 

exploded.  In America, The University of Iowa Libraries has launched a Civil War 

Diaries and Letters Transcription Project.104  In 2010, the National Endowment for the 

Humanities (NEH) Office of Digital Humanities awarded George Mason University a 

grant to develop an open-source digital transcription tool using the papers of the United 

States War Department.105  

Another approach to incorporating shared authority in the archive is to include 

records that document the lives of everyday people.  In addition to making more 

deliberate appraisal decisions, archivists have been teaming up with local historians to 

                                                        
104 “Transcribe Bentham: A Participatory Initiative,” University College London, accessed January 2012, 
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/transcribe-bentham/about/; “Civil War Diaries and Letters Transcription Project,” 
University of Iowa Libraries, accessed January 2010, http://digital.lib.uiowa.edu/cwd/transcripts.html. 
105 “Library of Funded Projects,” National Endowment for the Humanities, Office of Digital Humanities, 
accessed January 2012, http://www.neh.gov/ODH/Default.aspx?tabid=111&id=154. 



  46 

conduct oral history interviews with community members whose stories would not 

otherwise find their way to the archive.  Archivists have also been concerned with 

capturing digital records from movements and events that generate few physical records.  

For example, dozens of repositories have been scrambling to document Occupy Wall 

Street (OWS), including such notable institutions as The Smithsonian and the New York 

Historical Society.  George Mason University’s Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and 

New Media quickly launched an online archive, where “Occupiers” can post comments, 

pictures, video, or sound clips.106  These efforts, however, are not without controversy.  

Some right-wing watchdog groups, Judicial Watch in particular, have complained that the 

Smithsonian should not be spending taxpayer money to collect material that seems to 

them unnecessary contributions to the historical record.107  Interestingly enough, some 

Occupiers are also opposed to the OWS collecting initiated by these institutions.  Occupy 

Wall Street has its own archive group that would prefer to organize its own collection in a 

way that would reflect the movement’s ideology.  According to one source, the OWS 

archivists would prefer for their materials to be housed in an independent, leaderless 

“anarchive.”  Their request for funding to process and house material was turned down, 

however, by an Occupy Wall Street committee.  In the meantime, they are receiving help 

from New York University’s Moving Image Archive program and the Activist Archivists 

group, who are working with the institutions that document OWS to develop a set of best 

practices.  The OWS archives group remains frustrated, however, that the rest of the 

movement seems unconcerned with the time-sensitive nature of this issue.108 

 

 

 

                                                        
106 “Occupy Archive Project,” accessed January 2012, http://occupyarchive.org/. 
107 John Del Signore, “Museums Archiving Occupy Wall Street: Historical Preservation or ‘Taxpayer-
Funded Hoarding?’” Gothamist, December 26, 2011, 
http://gothamist.com/2011/12/26/occupy_wall_street_the_museum_exhib.php. 
108 Hiten Samtani, “The Anarchivists: Who Owns the Occupy Wall Street Narrative?” The Brooklyn Ink, 
December 26, 2011, http://thebrooklynink.com/2011/12/26/39230-the-anarchivists-who-owns-the-occupy-
wall-street-narrative/. 
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CHAPTER 6 

ARCHIVING THE PRESIDENT’S HOUSE CONTROVERSY 

 The temporality of controversy-generated records lends an air of urgency to plans 

for their preservation.  When the public is engaged in debate, records are produced 

quickly and on a variety of media platforms.  These records oftentimes disappear as 

quickly as they are created, either through physical neglect or in the abyss of cyberspace.  

Public comments posted online are deleted, web articles seemingly vanish into thin air, 

and flyers disseminated by community organizations get thrown in the trash.  Without the 

documentary evidence of public protest, future generations are in danger of “forgetting” 

important social movements.  Similarly, if official documentation is not preserved, 

institutions cannot be held accountable for their actions.  Over the course of the eight-

year President’s House controversy, two archives - the Independence National Historical 

Park Archives and the President’s House website, an online archive hosted by 

ushistory.org - made a concentrated effort to capture both the “official” and “unofficial” 

dialogue surrounding the exhibit.  Though each archive attempted to preserve the 

President’s House exhibit controversy, differences in motivation, resources, and 

accountability resulted in the creation of two diverse records collections. 

The President’s House digital archive represents both an “ethos of transparency” 

and “a desire to preserve the whole documentary record.”  The website was created by 

IHA Board member and co-founder of ushistory.org Doug Heller.  In 2001, after Aikens 

rejected the IHA’s initial request for commemoration of the President’s House, Heller 

began preparing a website.  Though he initially maintained the site offline, he foresaw a 

time when it might be a useful advocacy tool for the IHA’s efforts.  When INHP turned 

down the Independence Hall Association’s second request in February of 2002, Heller 

took the President’s House website live.  The site was initially quite modest, and only 

featured a brief history of the President’s House site, a timeline, and selected images.  It 

also included an online petition to garner public support for IHA’s cause.  When he 

discovered that the Philadelphia Inquirer planned to run a story on INHP’s refusal to 

commemorate the President’s House, however, Heller realized the website’s greater 

potential.  A former journalism student, Heller was inspired to expand the website into a 
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“one-stop shop” for reporters writing about the controversy.  The ushistory.org site 

quickly became the number one source for information on the debate for journalists as 

well as the interested public.  Heller archived newspaper articles as they were published, 

and made many of Ed Lawler’s President’s House records available.  The site also 

features contextual articles written by Lawler that offer insight into the historical issues 

involved in the President’s House site debate.  The site continues to preserve government 

documents and reports, correspondence, press packets, and meeting minutes.  “The 

President’s House in Philadelphia” garners over three million monthly page views, 

making it the number one source for information on the controversy.109 

The IHA’s President’s House website far surpasses the National Park Service’s 

digital resources.  But though it does not have an impressive online presence, the 

Independence National Historical Park Archives has also documented the President’s 

House controversy.  As a federal repository, the INHP Archives uses a unique 

methodology for acquiring and processing their collections - and collecting material from 

creators outside the park service is not exactly sanctioned by the records management 

plan.  Retired park archivist Karen Stevens was, however, charged with preserving any 

material that supported the management of INHP’s cultural resources.  Stevens believed 

that the records being generated by the President’s House exhibit debate had intrinsic 

value.  As a result, the “President’s House (190 High Street) Field Records,” contains a 

material from a variety of creators.  For the most part, the collection contains official 

material, like design reports and contracts, press releases, video footage and audio 

recordings of public meetings, and records created by the Park’s historians, 

archaeologists, and interpretation teams.  Side by side with the “official” documentation, 

however, are newspaper articles, event invitations, list serve emails, community protest 

flyers, and journal articles.  Interestingly enough, the collection also contains a number of 

printouts from the ushistory.org site, including the contextual narratives written by 

Lawler.   

                                                        
109 Edward Lawler, Email to the author, Feb 15 Feb 22; Kenneth Finkel, Interview with the author, 
February 1, 2012; Visitor statistics as of December 2010, Ken Finkel, “Philadelphia,” Redbricker 
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Heller and Stevens based their appraisal and arrangement decisions on their two 

vastly different audiences.  Heller was inspired to create a comprehensive “one stop 

shop” for journalists researching the President’s House controversy.  He also wanted an 

online destination that would entice curious Internet-trawlers to the Independence Hall 

Association and their petition.  Perhaps because of his earlier experience with 

ushistory.org, Heller spied an opportunity that some professional archivists are still 

reluctant to acknowledge - the ability of the Internet to engage a wide and varied 

audience.  By providing visitors with an easy-to-navigate website, he ensured that the 

IHA-sponsored site would be a popular source of information for historians, journalists, 

and laymen alike.  On the site, Heller re-creates the research process by providing a 

timeline of events that includes hyperlinks to primary documentation, while Lawler 

ensures that the contextual articles are written in an approachable, user-friendly language.  

But perhaps the ultimate key to Heller’s success was the swiftness with which he 

organized the website.  He sensed “which way the wind blew” even before the 

controversy was blown open by the Inquirer.  Because he had already organized a 

website offline, when the park service proved once again recalcitrant to the Independence 

Hall Association’s request, he was able to quickly take the site live.  Heller’s foresight 

and ability to act quickly is what made the President’s House website both popular and 

effective.    

This is not to say that Stevens was slow to realize the potential value of the 

records generated by the President’s House controversy.  “You have to strike while the 

iron is hot,” she says cheerfully of her decision to archive the public dialogue 

surrounding the controversy.  Her successor, current INHP archivist Christian Higgins, 

seconds Steven’s response. “The digital environment changes so quickly,” he asserts.  

“People often think that they’ll just be able to find something online later.  But the 

Internet is ephemeral.”  Not only was Stevens quick to collect material, but she took 

advantage of every possible ambiguity in the park’s records management plan to do so.  

The National Park Service archives are characterized by disparate missions and goals.  

The majority of national parks do not even have on-site archives.  Those that do usually 

function either as a historical manuscripts repository, as is the case with Edison National 

Historical Park, or as a corporate archive dedicated to serving the needs of park staff.  
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The INHP Archives, however, is an amalgamation of both types of repositories.  On the 

one hand, the archive does contain historical collections of manuscripts that are 

frequently used by scholars researching the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  But the 

archives’ main function is support the cultural resource management of the park.  

Stevens’ collections arrangement reflects the fact that the records are most often used by 

park staff.  In some ways, her physical organization scheme is as simple and easy-to-use 

as Heller’s digital arrangement.  For example, many of the archives’ collections are 

subject-based, rather than creator-based.  Strictly speaking, this arrangement does not 

respect the traditional archival precepts of provenance and original order.  But it does 

allow for the President’s House collection to include boxes of records generated by 

various staff members and departments, as well as material generated by creators outside 

INHP.110  

Both Stevens and Heller employ appraisal and arrangement methodologies that 

are useful for archivists who intend to capture the public dialogue of controversial public 

history projects.  Stevens provides an example of a professional “activist archivist” who 

worked within her institution’s guidelines to document an event that she believed 

deserved to be part of the historical record.  For his part, Heller shows how an average 

citizen can utilize technology to embrace the power of archives.  They each represent two 

completely different archival models.  The long-term effectiveness of these archives 

cannot yet be judged.  What we can do is look at the present success of these different 

approaches, one official, and one vernacular.  One obvious way to judge short-term 

success is to evaluate use of the collections.  The initial assessment looks deceptively 

bleak for INHP.  Compared to ushistory.org’s monthly millions of viewers, INHP has had 

roughly five to seven users this year for the collection.  But there are a few reasons that 

these numbers are so disparate, besides the fact that one collection is a mouse-click away 

and the other is housed in the Merchants Exchange Building.  First, INHP’s President’s 

House collection is considered incomplete and awaits a final transfer of material from the 

city.  This means that the collection is theoretically unadvertised, and lacks a finding aid 

or any digital representation.  While “five to seven” is certainly not a bad number of users 

                                                        
110 Karen D. Stevens, Interview with the author, January 13, 2012; Christian Higgins, Interview with the 
author, January 17, 2012. 
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for an incomplete collection, this juxtaposition does serve to prove the effectiveness of 

the ushistory.org.  It is certainly easier to go online to view material rather than travel to 

the physical repository.  It should be noted, however, that though digital archives may be 

more popular in the short-term, collections maintained in the classic archives tradition 

may be most successful in the long run - particularly considering the fragility of digital 

records.  

One criticism of these archives is that neither well represents the African 

American community groups who were so influential in the debate over the President’s 

House.  There is a concentrated effort within the profession to address issues like this one 

on a broader scale. Some ethnic groups, African Americans among them, are not 

culturally inclined to transfer their memories onto documentary records.  In cultures 

where oral traditions dominate, historical materials are simply not retained.  At best, 

archivists can make a special effort to reach out to these communities.  At worst, 

neglecting these records can lead to “collective amnesia and denial.”111  There is every 

possibility that some ethnic and racial groups would prefer not to have their records 

preserved in repositories that predominately serve white Western audiences.  In the case 

of the President’s House site controversy, ATAC formed its own digital presence distinct 

from the IHA.  Avengingtheancestors.com features information on the organization, and 

includes events and press releases, links to Facebook and twitter feeds, and articles 

written by founding group member Michael Coard.  The fragility of these digital copies, 

however, makes it even more important that the safekeeping of the physical records be 

ensured.     
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CHAPTER 7 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES 

 A comparison between the physical archive at INHP and the digital archive at 

ushistory.org illustrates the changing public perceptions of historical authority.  The 

creation of ushistory.org and its popularity reveals a public that is not only engaged with 

history, but one that feels confident enough to challenge official interpretations of the 

past.  The postmodern turn may have made archivists and historians aware of the 

inorganic nature of archives, but a broad public has expressed a similar skepticism 

without having the same exposure to new scholarship.  By creating and utilizing digital 

archives of primary material, members of a vernacular culture prove that they hold the 

intellectual tools necessary for historical analysis.  The fact that the public is often 

motivated by perceived identity threats and patriotic fervor does not preclude their ability 

to utilize primary source materials to make an historical point.  Interestingly, the public 

may have identified a tactic for culture war-success that public historians have yet to 

acknowledge.  Not only have organizations like the IHA realized the importance of 

retaining controversy-generated records, but they have utilized the most successful means 

of making those records to a broad audience.    

The similarities between the two President’s House collections and records 

collections from the controversial Enola Gay exhibit are uncanny.  The Smithsonian 

Institution Archives houses collections relating to the exhibit and the controversy it 

engendered, while the opposition group, the Air Force Association, hosts its own digital 

database.  Much like the IHA, the AFA launched a website to provide a counternarrative 

to NASM’s interpretation of events surrounding the end of World War II.  The AFA’s 

online Enola Gay Archive was designed to “tell the true story” of the Hiroshima 

bombing.  It contains a collection of newspaper articles and editorials written by the 

AFA, as well as multiple versions of the exhibit scripts, comments, and a timeline of 

events.112  Archivists at NASM were also aware of the importance of the exhibit’s 

controversial material.  They prioritized and supervised the collection and transfer of 
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curatorial staff records the Smithsonian Institution Archives, the institutional archives for 

the Smithsonian museums.  Aware that these materials would be an important part of the 

historical record, the archives staff was more generous than usual in their appraisal 

decisions.  They kept duplicate copies of documents so that a single creator’s collection 

might provide unique context for the controversy.  All told, the Smithsonian Archives 

holds thirteen collections that solely document the Enola Gay exhibit, and over fifty 

additional collections that contain material related to the exhibit. Four of these collections 

were transferred from NASM’s Office of Public Affairs.  The remaining collections are a 

combination of records created by NASM curators, exhibit designers, archivists, and 

administrators who developed the exhibit.113  There are three collections related to the 

Enola Gay exhibit records that stand out.  They reveal that the archivists at NASM and 

the Smithsonian Institution Archives were well aware of the potential value of all of the 

exhibit-related records.  The first is a collection of Enola Gay exhibition records donated 

by the AFA.  The collection documents the concerns of the AFA over the proposed 

exhibit.  In addition, there is a collection of five posters confiscated by security at a 

public protest upon the opening of the exhibit.  Also included is one half-document box 

created and maintained by an archivist in the NASM’s archives division.  These 

collections in particular reveal that there are “activist archivists” working at the NASM 

and the Smithsonian Institution Archives. 

  At this point, we are almost twenty years out from the Enola Gay controversy.  

Though it is not enough the time to judge long-term success of these collections, we can 

see how the two competing archives have been used.  The most comprehensive and 

trusted accounts of the controversy were written by historians who were directly 

involved, like Edward Linenthal.  Linenthal wrote about the controversy before material 

was transferred to the archives.  Most scholarly articles on the subject reference three 

main sources: they quote Linenthal, they quote other scholars, and they quote newspaper 

articles.  We know that Linenthal referenced primary source material in his book on the 

exhibit.  But where did journalists get their information?  If scholars are citing newspaper 
                                                        
113 National Air and Space Museum Archives Staff, Conversation with the Author, March 27, 2012; 
Jennifer Wright, Email to the Author, March 3, 2012.  For a full list of Enola Gay exhibit collections 
housed at the Smithsonian Archives, please see 
http://siarchives.si.edu/search/sia_search_findingaids/enola%20gay.  
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articles as evidence, then it is important to consider where reporters obtain their 

information.  I think it is safe to say that most get their facts from quick and easy sources.  

More than likely, only those journalists doing serious research will use the archive.  The 

majority need quick information, and for this, they consult websites like the AFA’s and 

the IHA’s.  The media basically controls public opinion.  If journalists represent one 

possible link between the public and its cultural institutions, it would be advisable for 

public historians and archivists to embrace the power of the media and use it to positive 

purpose.114   

Despite the example of the Smithsonian Institution Archives, it is more common 

for repositories to document outside controversy than it is for archivists to seek out 

controversy-generated material that reflects on the collecting institution.  Take, for 

example, the 2006 Wren Cross controversy at William and Mary College.  When then-

president Gene Nichols ordered the removal of the altar cross from Wren Chapel, the 

response from students, alumni, and the local community was fiery and immediate.  

Groups like “Save the Wren Cross (STWC)” took to the Internet to garner support for the 

opposition against Nichols.  STWC posted an online petition that garnered over 17,000 

signatures, and angry alumni pulled their funding from the university.  In 2008, Nichols 

resigned from his post.  When students reacted to the news, so too did the archives staff 

at William and Mary’s Swem Library.  They quickly created the “President Gene R. 

Nichol Resignation and Response Collection, 2006-2008.”  Archivist Amy Schindler 

directed student workers to take screen shots of blog posts, Facebook posts, and websites 

that contained commentary on the Wren Cross controversy and Nichols’ resignation.  

Archivists took photographs and video footage of campus reaction and uploaded them to 

Special Collections Research Center’s Flickr photostream and YouTube account, as well 

as to the library’s digital archive.  Some physical materials, including petitions and flyers, 

were gifted to the archives, and these were organized into a physical collection.115         
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More often than not, however, the records of controversy are not given their own 

collection. The response of most repositories, and certainly ones that lack the resources of 

a Smithsonian, is to put these records in control or accession folders.  These folders 

contain information that the archives staff needs to know in order to keep track of their 

collections.  Oftentimes this includes donor agreements, object histories, and other 

relevant administrative or historical information.  This is what happened at the Historical 

Society of Pennsylvania (HSP) in 2009.  In October of that year, HSP held a public event 

to commemorate the completion of two years of work on the Chew Family Papers.  The 

papers document the three hundred-year history of one of the largest slaveholding 

families in the northern United States.  The event, advertised in a tactical public relations 

error as a “celebration” drew over one hundred and fifty people.  Some of the attendees 

represented ATAC and the National Coalition of Blacks for Reparations in American 

(N’COBRA).  Equating a celebration of the project completion with a celebration of the 

Chew family legacy, many members of the audience denounced HSP for how it 

addressed the issue of slavery.  This meeting is eerily reflective of INHP’s first public 

President’s House meeting.  Both revealed how little the public understands what public 

historians, archivists, and museum professionals do.  It also reveals that we have not 

learned from past mistakes, for HSP’s situation could have been avoided with a little 

more awareness and caution on the part of their public relations office.  At the meeting, 

Minister Ari S. Merretazon, N’COBRA’s Northeast regional representative, distributed a 

flyer describing the organization’s stance on HSP and slavery.  Archivists placed this 

flyer in the Chew Family Papers collections control folder, but that was the extent of any 

active collecting on the subject.  As is often the case, public affairs personnel were 

charged with collecting any outside newspaper or journal articles related to the 

incident.116 

Archiving the documentation of controversy creates new opportunities for 

archivists.  It allows them to advocate for the profession and reach new audiences, while 
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also ensuring a more comprehensive historical record.  It also provides a chance for 

archivists to exert more power within their institutions and call attention to the 

importance of their work.  Elizabeth Yakel acknowledges that archivists often feel 

insulated and marginalized within their own institutions.  And indeed, the usefulness of 

archives and primary source material is often left out of the discourse on exhibit planning 

and best practices for public engagement.  However, even as current approaches to 

controversial exhibit practices suggest that institutions be premeditative rather than 

reactionary, archivists have a newfound opportunity to assert their particular influence.  

Indeed, Yakel encourages archivists to focus on the uniqueness of their power, rather 

than on their limits.117  By making an effort to archive and disseminate the primary 

source material of controversial exhibits, archivists will draw public attention to the 

social importance of archives.  Archivists can take advantage of the fact that while the 

public often challenges their institutions, they also seek their acknowledgement.  By 

engaging the public through the creation and preservation of digital archives, they can 

promote responsible history making while benefitting the entire archives profession.       
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CHAPTER 8 

TOWARD A MODEL FOR ARCHIVING CONTROVERSY 

When exhibit controversy arises, archivists should act quickly to mobilize their 

resources.  The first step is to identify what types of material might be generated by the 

controversy, and the location of those sources.  Documentation will presumably be 

created by the host institution, and particularly from the departments directly involved in 

the controversy.  Depending on the scope of debate, there may also be press coverage of 

the institution’s decision-making process and the public response.  To that end, local and 

national newspapers, in addition to their online counterparts, should be frequently 

checked for relevant articles.  The controversy might also create buzz within the 

profession, and archivists are in a unique position to consult scholarly sources for 

analysis of the controversy.  Finally, archivists should go directly to the sources of public 

response.  This includes newspaper editorials, letters and emails written directly to the 

institution, and physical materials generated and disseminated by community groups and 

concerned citizens.  These are items like pamphlets, flyers, handouts, group publications, 

and community meeting agenda.  Sources of public response also include digital and 

social media sources where public comment might be found.   

After the archivist has identified any possible sources of institutional or public 

response to the controversy, he or she should examine their potential resources.  At the 

risk of understating the point, many archives have limited resources and need to attend to 

more pressing business, let alone tackle exhibit-generated controversy.  But until 

institutions recognize the importance of archives in engaging the public, archivist will 

probably have to act within their limited means.  This means relying on volunteers and 

interns to do much of the work of archiving controversy.  Luckily, the recent generation 

of interns has proven to be technologically savvy and aware of the latest social media 

tools.  It is quite possible that they will know where to seek out public response better 

than the archivist does.  With interns and volunteers charged with the task of keeping an 

eye out for both physical and digitally-born materials related to the controversy, the 

archivist can turn to an examination of his or her own contribution.  For example, what 

connections does the archivist have within the cultural community?  When the 
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President’s House exhibit began to inspire debate and public protest, Karen Stevens sent 

out word to her colleagues that she was actively collecting materials related to the site.  

As a result, the staff at Independence National Historical Park frequently forwarded her 

relevant information, often including list serve messages and emails from the various 

parties engaged in debate.  Stevens’ colleagues also picked up flyers and pamphlets 

disseminated at various community events for inclusion into the archives.118         

Admittedly, these materials might lie outside a repository’s stated collection 

development policies.  The decision to archive the President’s House debate was 

uniquely defendable for both of the archives involved.  In the case of INHP, Stevens’ had 

been charged with collecting any material related to the cultural resource management of 

the park’s historic sites.  The ushistory.org site, on the other hand, is an example of a so-

called “identity archive” organized around a particular social group’s history.  As such, 

they do not need to be concerned with representing an inclusive viewpoint, nor are they 

responsible to a particular institution.119  As Frank Boles points out, however, many 

repositories have vaguely defined collection development policies.  While this is usually 

frustrating for archivists, Boles suggests that it might be considered a blessing in 

disguise.  In this case, archivists may be able to justify the decision to archive 

controversy by citing the ambiguous nature of their institution’s mission.120  Repositories 

that do not have such leeway in their collections development policies may be forced to 

act without institutional support.  While this may not ultimately be possible, there are a 

number of arguments an archivist might employ in debating with their home institution 

over the importance of archiving controversy.  In the first place, it covers internal 

responsibility in the case of legal trouble or conflict with an organization’s directors or 

funding.  Secondly, it better serves a repository’s users.  Researchers who come to the 

archive unfamiliar with the controversy would benefit from viewing a collection of 

relevant material, and it would save archives staff face-to-face time explaining the 

situation.  Lastly, and most importantly, archivists can argue that, though preserving the 
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public response to controversy might not be a traditional component of an organization’s 

collection development policies, it ensures the public’s trust in its cultural institutions.121    

 The one thing an archivist should not do is deny the necessity of keeping records 

produced by controversy.  Adherents to the traditional Jenkinsonian viewpoint argue that 

the evidence of public debate will eventually make its way into the archive through 

“organic” means.  These archivists subscribe to the idea that the media coverage of 

exhibit controversy will turn up in the papers of museum administrators, and particularly 

in the records of Public Affairs departments.  It is assumed that at some point, a historian 

will research a controversy and these materials will be used as evidence in a book on the 

subject.  This viewpoint is limited for a number of reasons.  This idea represents a 

“utopian vision,” of archives, and an archivist cannot realistically expect these important 

materials to appear in naturally various administrative collections.  Secondly, smaller 

repositories might not even have a department dedicated to tracking the organization’s 

press.  And even if they did, public affairs personnel might not have the training or 

historical awareness to make the same appraisal decisions that an archivist would.  In 

total, archivists who would like to archive controversy have their work cut out for them.  

They have to work within inevitably limited means and rely on the assistance of 

volunteers and interns.  Archivists also need to make contacts within the field, so that 

they might access new materials.  Finally, archivists and museum staff, including public 

historians, need to work together to devise preemptive strategies for handling potential 

controversies.  Communication within the profession is key if we want to encourage it 

among our audiences, and with each other.    
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CONCLUSION 

Controversy is in itself a good thing, particularly for a public that cannot come to 

terms with its own national identity.  “Americans need to be better at the way we fight 

over history – and museums need to be better at helping us,” asserts Ken Yellis.  As the 

“crossroads of public understandings of the past,” museums are in a unique position to 

engage the public in debates about history, memory, and identity.  We need to be more 

deliberate about how we have those conversations in order to get the most benefit out of 

them.  Controversy can be a bad thing, particularly when anger over these conversations 

is directed toward our cultural institutions.  This “bad” controversy results in pulled 

funding and sterilized exhibits, and essentially prevents dialogue from happening.  

Museums need to become the logical place for these dialogues in order for dissent to be 

channeled into constructive conversation.  To do this, museums need to gain back some 

of the power that has so recently shifted to the public.  Museums that are interested in 

sponsoring potentially controversial exhibits need to devise a workable strategy for 

confronting public ire.122 

The controversy over the President’s House exhibit provides an example of how 

quickly controversies can snowball out of control when institutions make an initial 

misstep.  Park service officials underestimated the social, economic, and racial issues 

facing Philadelphians.  INHP experienced the “power of place” when public meetings 

where hijacked by people with agendas that were seemingly unrelated to the President’s 

House site.  They soon discovered that tensions within the urban landscape – some of 

them quite deep-seated – had influenced the community long before park staff made any 

decisions regarding the President’s House or Liberty Bell sites.  These local tensions 

were exacerbated by the fact that the purity of our national origins was compromised 

during this debate.  Lawler’s research and the subsequent media storm revealed George-

Washington-as-slave-owner, a role few people apparently knew that he filled.  When 

groups like ATAC and the Ad Hoc Historians demanded that INHP interpret the presence 

of slavery in the very place that represents our national ideology of freedom, many 

members of the public were angered.   The confrontation between history and heritage is 
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one that will be experience by any public historian who engages in conversation with 

audiences. 

In order to overcome these handicaps, public historians must encourage a bond of 

trust between cultural institutions and their audiences.  This trust can be created in one of 

two ways.  First, public historians need to better understand their audience by being 

aware of issues like heritage, identity, and memory.  In order to create exhibits that 

resonate with the public, museum professionals must display awareness of current issues 

and motivating factors.  In addition, public historians should learn to share authority with 

the public.  “Public history is doomed,” warn Katharine Corbett and Dick Miller, “if 

practitioners insist that people give up their versions of the past in order to benefit from 

ours, especially if theirs is comforting and ours disturbs the peace.”123  Controversies like 

the President’s House and the Enola Gay reveal a public that is engaged with history and 

confident enough to make demands of the cultural institutions that represent them.  

Sharing authority may not always be easy, but it does serve to increase public trust in 

their cultural institutions. 

With their ability to provide and record primary source materials, archivists 

represent an important link between museums and their audiences.  We have seen that 

people generally prefer to come to their own conclusions rather than be told that 

something is true.  The popularity of websites like the IHA’s is a testament to the fact that 

the public feels confident to be its own historian.  Since this is the case, it is up to 

archivists, in collaboration with their institutions, to provide primary source material for 

public interpretation.  It seems a lot to ask, to demand that archivists complicate their role 

even further.  Archiving controversy really requires archivists to be both presentist and 

forward thinking.  Luckily for public historians, however, the archives profession is 

engaging in debates regarding the power of archives and what constitutes responsible 

decision making.  Many archivists are aware that they must embrace the power of the 

Internet in order to remain relevant and reach new audiences.  They are also concerned, 

however, about the fragility of digitally born records.  This awareness has encouraged 
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archivists to continue traditional methods of archiving.  Considering the temporal nature 

of the Internet, this seems a wise decision indeed.  

One additional way that archivists might inspire public trust is by soliciting 

audience feedback.  This is a frequently used tactic in museum exhibitions.  On the IHA’s 

President’s House site, Heller included a “write us” section where members of the public 

submit their opinions on the exhibit.  Comments are reviewed by the IHA, but most of 

them are posted on the site.  But despite the usefulness of this method for recording 

public opinion, what if public historians were to take a more direct approach?  Think 

back to the Smithsonian Archives’ collection of Enola Gay exhibit protest posters.  What 

if archivists personally interacted with the protesters?  Rather than have security 

confiscate protest materials like posters and signs, archives staff could set up a drop-off 

point where these things could be donated.  Or perhaps even afterwards, archivists could 

issue a request for materials.  Better yet, archivists might take their own footage of the 

protest for the archives, much like the archivists at Swem Library.  This sort of 

interaction would serve a dual purpose.  First, it would exponentially increase public trust 

in their institutions.  I suspect that there is something poignant about an archivist face-to-

face with a museum visitor, or even with a protestor, explaining that their opinions are 

significant enough to be part of the historical record.  With any luck, such an approach 

would be so successful that institutions would ensure that their archives had the resources 

to do this.  An added benefit is, of course, that these interactions might also serve as a 

public relations opportunity for archivists to describe what they do for a broader 

audience. 

Archives provide public historians with an excellent means for communication 

with audiences.  As David Glassberg suggests, “the task of the public historian may be 

more to create spaces for dialogue about history and for the collection of memories, and 

to ensure that various voices are heard in those spaces, than to provide a finished 

interpretation of events translating the latest professional scholarship for a popular 

audience.”124  At this point, our museums need to find a way to provide an opportunity 
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for debate without falling victim to competing voices.  Archivists can increase the 

public’s trust in its cultural institutions through digital outreach and community 

engagement.  By archiving the evidence of controversy, they can also provide a record of 

public history successes and failures that can be consulted by future public historians. 

These records will definitely be needed, because there will inevitably be another history 

war.  Ken Yellis worries that museums will miss an opportunity to “make the next history 

war…a teachable moment.”  I would go even further and suggest that public historians 

can successfully make the next history war, and make it a positive experience, with a 

little help from the archives. 
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