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CiFER Research Project – Making Sense of Records
Researcher Interview Questions:

[Fixed Income Analyst]
B1:  Here, okay.
VL: I am recording now Peter.
B1:  Okay, thank you. Um, if a university job opened up here I would, I would, apply for that. But if not then I would continue to teach high school. 
VL: Right, yeah.
B1: And then a job opened up in the Faculty of Education and I had done no education research.

VL: Right

B1: And um I convinced the hiring committee what they really need, needed, was a position in Social Studies education and convinced that what they really needed was someone who understood the structure of history and then I would develop a new field about, how, you know, people think about the past. And that it would be crucial for someone in that area to understand, um, what it is that historians actually do. I was convincing enough. Um, and then…

VL: Clearly very convincing.

B1: I hadn’t done any of this research that I promised to do, I hadn’t actually done. And my, I mean, degree was in like, dissertation was in late 19th early 20th century U.S. Social History. I was looking at unemployment. Um, and so then I did some work and within a few months I started to understand that there in fact was a well developed British field in this, but not much in North America. And, but there were a few people who were just starting to work on it. And so that became a real, wonderfully vibrant research at work. Um, people just exploring this new area, informed by British work but really developing something new in the U.S. and Canada. Contacts, and so forth. So, that’s how I came to this stuff.
VL: Well, that’s a fascinating story in and of itself.

B1: It was a combination of my experience with school teaching, so that I understood classrooms, I understood what it meant to teach, what the task of teaching has so I didn’t have any kind of pie in the sky notion of what teachers can do. It all depends of constraints that we operate. 
VL: Yes.

B1: On the other hand, from my study of history and a bit of philosophy of history with a philosophy of social sciences, was that we, got thrown into the mix--that had always been an interest of mine, from undergraduate days.
VL: Right, right.

B1: And so this evolved, so I did research very small scale, qualitative research on the--of the kind that of the article that I sent you. For ten years, with yea, about ten years before the opening of this center. With this center, what we aimed to do, was to bring the scholarship, this new scholarship in history education together with the tremendous interest in collective memory and history and the past outside of academia to bring those two fields into dialogue with each other. 

VL: Right.

B1: One of my activities during that time was to work with, was in Pan-Canadian history education promotion of an organization called Historica. That was responsible for this one minute sort of advertisements for Canadian History but would play before the movies. Did you ever take a look at the one about…?

VL: Oh yes, yes.
B1: That was their biggest splasheroo.

VL: It was something to do with the second world war, or something. 

B1: Yes, exactly. 
VL: That’s my recollection.

B1: Working on railroads, and I mean all that other of that great stuff. 

VL: Right, the last spot. Yes, exactly, yes it’s all coming back now. 

B1: They had a professional development committee. They had a batch of activities all over the place. I presented a proposal to them about, what I thought was a conception of historical thinking which could bring some more coherence to their programs. They were convinced by this, much to my surprise, and we launched something called “benchmarked historical thinking”. I don’t know whether I sent you to that website.
VL: No, no, you didn’t, no but that sounds really interesting.

B1: But that was in 2006, and that became, has since become my major focus of, good chunk of my time. And it has all kinds of research possibilities, but it has, when someone’s drawing me away from the research that I should be doing, I have to keep making sure that I am maintaining research focus, because… And I will be increasingly able to do it, for the last year I have been able to hire a national coordinator for that, so that has taken some of the logistical administrative load off me. That is, this is a Pan-Canadian project, we just a couple weeks ago, in Toronto, had a meeting with representatives with of ministry of education across Canada who are responsible for history and social studies. All of the major history textbook publishers from across Canada and so on. For, Hale Pearson, um. And we have, we’ve boiled historical thinking down to six fundamental concepts. 

VL: Interesting, okay, I am on the edge of my seat. What are they?

B1: So, and, I am going to use my new pedagogical tool. 
VL: Okay

B1: Cause they are hot off the press. These are for classrooms.

VL: Oh, wow, look at those, those are great.

B1: So the first one, there is not any particular order to them. In fact, let me, have these and this… So, using primary source evidence, these questions are ones that we came up with. It does not capture the whole, the whole concept. What we’ve done with the concepts are to try to articulate something that is fundamental to historical thinking, that provides an opening at the most basic elementary level that kids in grade four, teachers in grade four will be able to open up this discussion around this concept in…on a fairly basic level. And then the argument is, that these concepts are what underline all of historical thinking right through academic publishing and scholarly research. And in order to make that case, just a little project where I am taking a few Canadian books, not necessarily Canadian history, do you know this?
VL: No…

B1: By a UBC historian. 

VL: Okay, “Vermeer’s Hat”, okay. 

B1: A wonderful, wonderful book and pulling it apart and showing where each of these six concepts is either articulated or lying under the surface, as implicit. And…
 VL: Okay. 

B1: Could take, pretty much any historian to do this work. 
VL: Any…Okay,

B1: So using primary source evidence and then spell out how it works, establishing the historical significance, so how is it we choose what is significant? You might in a traditional way, say those people who exercise tremendous power, or who, economically, were the most significant or those events that had the profound change over time. But then you would miss the 95% of the historiography of the last thirty years. 

VL: Right.

B1: So that’s why this picture is here. 

VL: Yes. 

B1: How would we talk about the historical significance of an impoverished world during the Depression?  Then we talk about how historians do that. Why would historians write a book about someone who had no power?  Whose decisions made no impact? And yet, their lives become historically significant through the work of the historic [?]. And do you know a Midwives Tale, by Martha Ballard, I mean…
VL: Chaucer? You’re thinking of the original?

B1: The original.

VL: Okay, Chaucer.

B1: No, no. Oh, that’s very…I never… I have been using this book for ages, its, never figured out the Chaucer reference. That’s fascinating, it’s great. It’s a book by an American historian about a midwife in the late 18th early 19th century who kept a journal and the journal had been dismissed by people, it survived but it was sort of the daily recording of events, so,  okay we’re way off track here.

VL: No, no. There’s a point there. 
B1: Yeah, Okay, anyway. She has sort of written this masterful analysis of the journal and talking about the lives of women, the American Revolution, the history of medicine, all extracted from the pages of this previously insignificant historical manuscript. 

VL: Oh, interesting. Very interesting. 

B1: Let me just see if I can pull it off the shelf.

VL: I have not read that book but that does seem a bit super. 

B1: It’s for an archivist. 

VL: Yes.

B1: And this is now turned into a website and a teaching site. But here’s, there’s a picture of what the actual diary looks like. So you can… So this is what she went through every day of her, you know for fifty years keeping…
VL: Wow.
B1: And Ulrich, has gone through all this.

VL: Fascinating, I mean fascinating on so many different levels. You know, just the ability of the author here, Ulrich, to extract from the diary really deeply contextualize it and then also fascinating, the human impulse to diarize.
B1: Yes, Absolutely.

VL: So great, I must take a look at that. Okay, well great it’s on the recording, so track it down. 
B1: Laurel Thatcher Ulrich.

VL: Okay. Super. So yes, so historical--establishing historical significance your point being that what we see as significant--historically significant--depends on the historian, the historian’s influence by, you know, trends and by events of the time or fascinations of the time. So social history being a more recent interest, because you know previously it was a history of great men and politicians. The two being pretty much the same thing. 
B1: Right, so in fact each one of these historical significances really nice to bring out this aspect. Every one of these concepts is, ultimately depends on the relationship between us, historians, human beings in the present and how retrospective look back to the past. It’s not just about the past itself, there is no doing the past itself. 

VL: Yes, is there an objective past? I guess that, you know…
B1:  Yeah, so that’s a discussion that which these kinds of concepts open up at more advanced levels. Is there anything else I was going to say? Historical significance--present, anyway… 
VL: [?] It goes into sleep mode, so if you see my wiggling my uh, that’s what I am doing.
B1: I am very, I can deal with that. 
VL: So we can come back to that one, I have, I am going to save my questions I want you to continue going through this. So then I‘ll come back, I’ll query further.
B1: Historical perspective, taking the idea that the past is, that people live entirely differently than, it’s not just that they wore different clothing, they had different ideas, different motivations, they were made from different emotional structures for dealing with their lives. And there’s always the temptation there’s always the danger of imposing our understandings on them, on the other hand we can’t understand them without our lens, it’s our lenses that enable us to see. So there’s a paradox. And in fact there is a paradox with every one of these. So that’s…

VL: Fascinating.
B1: What are the, so cause and consequence. With this, we get this question, kids that have, at a piece of this--what are the causes and a few are very elementary level, but the basic problem that we want get out of here is the notion of human agency. And how much is history as the, as the playing out of human actors trying to shape their own destinies, trying to having intentions, having goals and those intentions run… First of all those intentions being shaped by the conditions and the structures that they find themselves in and running up against contrary intentions from other people, unintended consequences as you’ve talked about it…..So a multiplicity of directions to take this initially very simple notion of cause and ends with unpacking all the directions that those people take in terms of conditions, long term causes, immediate triggers, chance, human intention, unintended consequences. Those are all pieces of the cause and consequence.  
VL: Its usually quite complex, when you start looking at, you know, historical events, you know, trying to unravel all of the contributing factors. Casualties, you know, being quite problematic, in terms of establishing direct causality in a historical sense, that…
B1: Yes, in fact, it’s so infinite, that once again it depends, to a certain extent, upon the interests and choices made by the historians. Not entirely you can’t make up the causes, but the historian chooses the lens, chooses the scale, no school is going to look at causes that extend over geographic time or geological time and not consider the day to day decisions because those, they would say are just encased in these much larger kinds of conditions and not just [????] looking at a whole different framework.
VL: Right, but I was always taught, cause I did the history undergraduate and I did have Marxists teachers and but the historians I had they always emphasized not imposing ones frame, so a more inductive approach to historical information and data. So that, yes you would have, there would be a general lens, cause you would have to decide what is the scope of my study. But then that you would not be looking to prove a hypothesis. (Phone rings.) I’ll just pause. There we are, we’re back.
B1: Okay, so continuity and change. History is not just about change, continuity and change, once again, involves all , a huge batch of stuff which is often not articulated by historians out front on notions of progress, on considerations of the pace of change. Are things happening often? Change takes place very slowly and incrementally. All then of a sudden we have protests in…
VL: Throughout the Middle East….
B1: That’s rapidly [?]
VL: This whole question of continuity and discontinuity.
B1: Yes, absolutely. So that’s, and then looking for continuities underneath, what appears to be a massive change, dramatic change, looking for changes underneath what appears to be continuity. And then the questions of progress, who benefits and not a universal progress but are there certain segments of the population that benefit from particular changes? Are there others who are hurt by these changes? So, those kinds of considerations. (Phone rings.)
VL: I have the same interruptions.
B1: Okay, so then.
VL: That’s fascinating. So those are the six, have we covered all six?
B1: No, the one that we haven’t covered is, the most, what has been the most problematic is understanding the ethical dimensions of history. Here we deal with the tension between historians not wanting to judge their historical subjects in the midst of their writing. You can pick that out as having a problem with historical perspective taking if [???] happens. On the other hand the notion that most the vast preponderance of history that is done has an ethical dimension to it, people undertake women’s history because they have a notion the kind of injustice and inequality that they want to trace back and  figure out what are the implications for today. It would be weird to think about a history of the Holocaust without having some kind of moral lens about what was going on, war and imperialism and all that. All of these, every meaningful historical episode in fact has a moral, has an ethical dimension. But it is very tricky to have a [???], that is historically justified, that would be recognized by historians as legitimate. You could do it in environmental history, environmental historians go into this with a, let me think a major environmental historian [???], they have strong….

VL: Strongly held views.

B1: Strongly held views, and sense of judgment that is not that they are going to lace their treatment of every character with explicit condemnational praise. But in the end the histories that emerge, if you think, sit back and look at it, yea that person….was the villain of the story or that person was the hero of the story, not in simplistic ways. But in [???] ways. And that’s the last one. But that’s the last one and that one has been hardest. I talk to colleagues in the United States, there’s some who would say well were fine with five of these the sixth one we can’t actually talk about. Even though it’s so clearly there in American history education, [?] its very strong here with some villains, but it’s harder to talk about what are the underlying structures that make a more sophisticated discussion of an ethical dimension of history possible.  
VL: Right, right. I think it’s a very a problematic one because of course who we see as the villains and heroes of stories has, changes. 

B1: Changes.

VL: So if you look at the way, you know, that the history of First Nations people has been taught, you know, from when I was a little child, you know, and the Mounties coming in….heroes of the story, and the way, the much different approach we are taking to engaging with our past and how First Nations people, our engagement with First Nations people occurs now. It’s you know, not looking at the white people coming in and the Mounties as the heroes necessarily.
B1: Right.
VL: It’s quite interesting how you deal with that, I guess it’s just a question of historians trying to be honest about their assumptions their frameworks and maybe laying it out in the front, you know this is the perspective I am writing from. But they don’t generally as you say. To a greater or lesser degree, that’s done. I mean, Marxist philoso… I think a lot of the women historians, women’s  historians, gender, historians of gender they’re actually more explicit they honest about saying they are coming at it from a particular ideological perspective. But many political historians it doesn’t figure largely, there is something there, but they are not being explicit about it. It’s quite fascinating.

B1: But, um. I think in the wake of the 1990’s, the whole, postmodern kind of challenge to the history profession. Do you know of Peter Novak? That noble dream, objectivity.
VL: No, no.

B1: [?] historical profession. The notion of objectivity and this is from the mid 1990’s. Just that, I mean he traces through a history of the American historical profession and its relationship and its relation to the notion of objectivity. 

VL: I should definitely take a look at that book because it sounds quite relevant. So Peter Novak, okay. So, yep. Okay. The Noble…Historical Profession. Okay. Great. Yeah. Yes, as what really happened. Cause you know when you are taught it in school, that’s you know that the kind of the simplistic, even I went, I was taking history in the 1980’s so even then you know there was the recognition that it’s not just what happened, of course, at the university level you brought in competing or differing perspectives on their interpretations of historical events. Even without postmodernism, there was some recognition. 

B1: The problem of interpretation, that’s, well he traces the debates about objectivity up to the 19th century within the American historical profession that is, to the beginning of the American historical profession. So it’s all, it’s an ongoing…
VL: Okay, so its, de-pruded. So that’s a very important element then, if it’s that de-pruded. So let me ask you about the six then... How, is it, by what process did you arrive at these are the six? Because…

B1: It’s very much of a pragmatic distillation of the British research I have never considered the notion of historical significance, for instance. But then in the British research that I had quickly discovered, and this British history education in search of significance, what they called historical empathy which is now our historical perspective taking, were things that people had been doing research on. It was a very pragmatic kind of winnowing process of assemblage and saying, okay, what’s not covered. It is by no means, it’s at a philosophical level it’s problematic in a number of ways. 

VL: Okay.
B1: These aren’t all, really, the same kinds of things. Looking at how do we read historical evidence occupies sort of a different place than how do we deal with continuity and change. But pragmatically in working with teachers and students, first of all six, seems a manageable number. 

VL: Okay.

B1: We, there are all kinds of interplays, among these so we could conceivable condense these down to fewer. And there is a big one that’s missing and we’ve wondered what to do about the big one that’s missing and… 
VL: Okay, what’s the big one that’s missing?

B1: Well, it’s what we were talking about. I mean, in a sense it’s there already in historical significance and the ethical dimension but it’s the notion of historical interpretation. That the past is something different from our stories about the past. And that we always have this distance and the question is how do we negotiate that relationship between themselves and our stories and to say in a naïve way, what actually happened. You can never get to the butt of it.

So, if I deconstruct your social metaphysics, so you’re not a complete social constructionist. You’re not saying that we construct the past? Your are saying that there is an actual material past, there’s material evidence in the form of archives that exist as an objective reality outside of the way that we actually then come back and engage with that materiality and interpret it and construct it to create our historical stories. Is that…where you’re…is that accurate [?]?

B1: Right.  I would say so. I’m just trying to look for my other… Do you know David Lowenthal?
VL: No.
B1: Okay, let me show you.

VL: So this is great, I’m learning lots here.

B1: This is crucial for you. It’s encyclopedic…and this is where…

VL: The Past is A Foreign Country, David Lowenthal, Okay.

B1: This, and you would be partic…, it’s totally encyclopedic, but what he has to say for instance about looking at relics and…anyway.

VL: Defects and virtues of reliquary knowledge 1897. I like the title just on its own, it’s fascinating. Great, okay, super. 

B1: It’s not something you will read cover to cover; but it’s tremendously insightful and sort of foundational in the field that I’m looking at. But, so is there a real past, yes there’s a real past but you can’t ever know it without mediation. So the question is how do we, as soon as you start talking about a real past that becomes our stories about the past. The, and he’s wonderful with the problem of the idea that the relic or the artifact or the archival document is the real past and he talks about how those change over times first of all just from the process of decay but also the archival manuscript how we’re only tools for understanding what its saying don’t come from the time of it creation. The meanings of the words change, so we never have an unmediated knowledge of that past, because and the way that we construct the knowledge that we do have comes from the ideological process between our own interests, our own questions, our own tools and the those traces that are preserved and of course what was preserved and what wasn’t preserved that involve traces. So you never get…
VL: Right.

B1: The idea of getting at the whole real past is, it’s off the charts. 
VL: Right,  [???]

B1: We have to have that kind of that construct there’s a place for that construct in our minds of the whole real past because otherwise we’ll sort of drift in a sea of, you know, nothing. We can’t know anything… And it’s not a problem with, 

VL: Right.

B1: It’s not a question of we can’t know anything, it’s a question of knowing anything is the problem. [??] is the difficult struggle.

VL: It’s the mediation aspect, as you say. Yes, that’s very interesting. One of the things that we are exploring in this project is not just the mediation with the past through the trace through the relic, artifact, and the tools that we have so when you digitize the realize and you have a further mediation or you’re, as Conway, this fellow I was telling you about, fascinating stuff, in his research says that some were even just forgetting about the original one, it’s not important, it’s this new artifact that they’re engaging with the past through. So it has a life of its own now, and it’s even better in some cases, according to some, because you can zoom in on it and you can see things that you didn’t see before. So it’s really fascinating. The other idea that we are playing with is…
B1: What’s Conway’s first name. 

VL: Paul Conway, yea, I’ll send you the article. And what’s really, really interesting too is to explore the idea of the archivist as another mediation, of  course as you mentioned we’re often involved in making decision in what gets preserved, and we’re also involved in decisions about repre—how the archives is represented, the traces are represented, through the production of finding aids and other resources. And then you know, one of the things that we’ve been asking about is, when the researchers, historical researchers come into the archives, its often through the, an interview with the archivist as a person, the archivist as a kind of human finding aid that they gain access. There’s lots of different levels of mediation going on. 
B1: Absolutely.

VL: There been quite a lot of talk in the archival literature about the archivist as mediator and gatekeeper. So it’s become almost like a mean in the literature and I’m kind of challenging, I want to challenge that in a way, if there’s evidence to challenge it. Because, I actually want to explore the idea of the archivist as, put it in this theoretical framework of sense making. And so how we try, I don’t know if you’ve come across the sense making literature at all. It has its origins in information science and decision theory. And it’s really looking at how we engage with information around us to solve a problem or to understand, to fill an information gap. So the whole idea is that you have this frame, so like the lenses you’ve been talking about and you interact with these traces, this information, and then that…. There’s three different ways you can do that, you can disprove your frame, or you can support it, or sort of doing a bit of both, testing. And then you would adjust your frame and the frame shapes how you interact and seek out information. It’s really quite interesting. It came about in the 1970’s by Brenda Dirven, and then more recently it’s been picked up in the decision theory, Kline and Hoffman write about it. 
B1: Are these cognitive psychologists?

VL: They’re cognitive psychologists, yeah. And so what we’re exploring is the way that the historical researcher engages with the archive, this sense making. Does it follow this sense making process? We want to see what we discover. And is the archivist just one more tool in the sense making process or are they more of a partner in sense making, than this gatekeeper/mediator? So we want to explore whether the relationship is a little bit more dynamic, and more of a social partnership than it is portrayed in some of the literature. But I don’t know if the evidence is there to support, we’ll see what we find as we move through this.  Yea, so, sorry, a bit of a…

B1: I just, I don’t know, this is not foundational in the same way that those two are, but do you know about Carol Steedman. 

VL: No, I don’t know about her as well. Dust: The Archive and Cultural History. So, you’re a fount of really interesting readings that I haven’t come across. [???] I am just writing this down. [????] That sounds really interesting too. [?Reading from the back cover?] Archivization. [???] That looks really super, okay so Carol Steedman. Lots of good readings, I am going to be very busy. That’s super. So it was really coming back to the six then, it was really a process of looking, synthesizing all the research and then meeting with your colleagues involved in this project. 
B1: Yes, exactly. We, what we did in 2006, we, early 2006, we convened a group of international scholars who, some Canadian historians, some, but mainly people involved in history education. Some people who had worked with frameworks, something like this, some British scholars, American, Australian, American of [??]. Then a number of teachers and we basically put together this framework over the course of a couple days. And then tried it out and refined it with a group of teachers from across Canada that summer. And I actually I have…
VL: Have you written this up?

B1: I’ve written this up, yea, I can send this to you.

VL: That would be great, thank you.
B1: And the other thing… We’ve had three of these meetings, the third one just a couple of weeks ago. But this is the report of last year’s meeting so that would, give it to you, it gives you the framework we’ve been working with so far. As we put it together in 2006, and you’ll see we changed, we actually changed…the last one. We originally called it the moral dimension.

VL: Okay. And yeah, they changed it to the ethical. 

B1: And that was, a textbook publisher said, who wanted to build these into the textbook, this, said it’s gonna go easier if we have ethical rather than moral. Cause moral has sort of a religious connotation.

VL: Right, yeah. Okay, interesting. We’ll that’s wonderful. I think, I know you’ve got to get on with your day. There’s, certainly it would be interesting to explore with you a little bit more for each of these six. You know, by what process you think those six ways of thinking actually occur. So for example, when we talk about establishing historical significance, you know by what process does the historian or the person engaging with the historical past, by which process do they establish significance. So we talked about frames and ways of looking at things, but it would be really interesting to see, okay, how do they work through that? Have you done any research in that, or do you draw on research…

B1: I have done some research and the research that’s most; I just have one document that really provided me with me with my sort of flash, a high moment. And the document is actually an exercise that a grade 11 student wrote. I gave students in a variety of different schools 10 minutes to, [?] blank sheet of paper and said put down the most significant events, or people or trends that have ever happened in all of world history, you have 10 minutes to do it. And arrange them on a page in an order that makes sense. And then at the interviews with them, or no I didn’t do interviews. I asked them to explain on the page why they…

VL: Picked those?

B1:…why they arranged them in that way. And, I would need to show you the page, but she did a step by step. This story doesn’t, I realize that this story doesn’t make sense without the sequence that she has. But what I understood from what she replied was that basically she was, she had constructed a narrative of all of world history [Phone rings] this is…

VL: This person phoning [?].

B1: …of world history, but just sorted tempted to try to call it, to pull it up on my computer because it is sort of brilliant. But in that narrative of world history, there were, let me see. I might have [?]. Here it is. 
VL: Okay, great.

B1: World is created. Rise of homo-sapiens. Factories are built. Rise of industrialism. Cars are invented. Rise of convenience. Plastic is invented. More convenience. CFCs are invented. Convenience and comfort. World is slowly destroyed. 

VL: Okay.

B1: So my question is, is anyone of these a, you know cfcs are invented. If I was picking out the ten most important things that…do you remember the cfcs, chlorofora carbons, which is not a big issue.

VL: Yes I remember. 

B1:  But would that be the most significant, well significance depends on the larger story in which the historian imbeds any particular event. A particular person, Johnny MacDonald, becomes significant in Canadian historian because of his place in a larger narrative; Louis Riel becomes significant because of his place in a larger narrative. It’s not the significance of one person or one event, it’s the story around it and then it’s the meaning of that story that, this is a story which we’re interested int. It has some kind of contemporary relevance for us, so that I would say this young woman showed me how historical significance works. And then I can take that and now go back to Vermeer’s Hat and say well what is significant about Vermeer’s Hat? Here’s a detail in one painting from the 17th century. Well, [???] writes a whole chapter its only one of the chapters of the book but he writes a whole chapter about the beaver that was in his hat, Champlain’s exploration of North America, that produced the beaver that then becomes this fashion item. So the significance doesn’t lie in the hat, doesn’t lie in the painting, but it lies, it’s constructed by the story, the large story that has significance…
VL: That the hat just ends up representing, as a kind of a symbol of this larger narrative.

B1: But it also has, it’s a symbol of, it also has a place in it. It’s not just a disembodied symbol, because the hat is the fashion, which then led to more trade…

VL: Exploration.

B1: Exploration. So it’s, I am sure there’s a literary term. Maybe its [?], I don’t know, its...

VL: I am not sure either.

B1: Where it actually stands for, it stands for in a more substantial way than a mere symbol. 

VL: Well, yeah, that’s fascinating. And then I guess, this same , so have you come to this same “aha” moment with causality and the other six, where you say this is how, this is the process by which this occurs. 

B1: I would, in looking for these; I wouldn’t say I’ve had the same kind of thing for the others. But in looking for them, I think that the place to look for them is not... Well the first place for me to look for them is in the writing of historians. And then, and that gives me one sense of how they work. And we can get historians to talk about it, but I don’t think they would be actually as articulate in an interview as they are in writing about how these concepts work, because often they’re implicit in their work.
VL: I think that’s very true, what we think we do and what we do are often two different things.
B1: Right. So, that’s one thing.

VL: That’s a good observation.

B1:  …and I also want to construct exercises that will allow students, an exercise like this, that will allow students to put down on paper, or to say in an interview or to explore things in a way that lets me, I can analyze the transcripts of students talking with each other about it. A cartoon from 1865, and then pull apart what is it that they’re doing with the ethical dimension. So those would be my two strategies and they’re sometimes… And some of those kinds of tasks with students involve writing as well, but you know…

VL: So just on a concrete level, we’re really looking at building visual interfaces that will support this, these, the processes of historical thinking. So in thinking about you know, if you could visualize events or in the case of Ulrich and the diary, let’s say. What, it seems to me that you’re in the process, she constructed a very rich narrative around this, and so she was really drawing from the context in which this diary took place. So it’s seems to me it’s not just about projecting timelines in which things occur, but it’s also about being able to pull in what was going on politically at the time that this diary, what was the per- the average person’s life like? It’s just pulling in all these bits and pieces that make sense of the diary. Or help us understand the diary as this device. I don’t know what the literary; we’re still searching of the literary term is. So is, it’s really a you know kind of being able to grab things that will help you construct that narrative, that might be temporal timelines. It seems like it would be much more than that as well. 
B1: Right, right. So the visual interfaces are these, I’m trying to imagine where these, what these are, are these supplanting a catalog? 

VL: Yea, well we’re really kind of experimenting with that that idea. So what we’re saying is, not maybe so much a catalog, because you want sort of a, you need a general idea of the material that’s held in the archives. So you know, well okay I can find generally what I’m looking for in the archives. Archivists have long constructed these finding aides. As they’ve been called. That you can describe in great detail the history of a particular, let’s say government agency, or family, if were talking about historical fonds, manuscript fonds. And then you know, items, a lot of detail around the items. And what we’re really trying to explore with, is in the digital age, where we have volumes and volumes of material. Do these ways of describing/representing the archive, are they really serving our users? And are they sustainable? Because we’re, you’ve got huge backlogs. So, what…
B1: Of digital material?

VL: Of, well, not so much. We don’t have huge backlogs of digital material, yet. Because archives don’t have a lot of digital material, they haven’t had the capacity to collect it or house it. But we see that day coming very rapidly. So it really is looking to the future and saying do the old ways of actually preparing these finding aids that contextualize the archives, because we’re very much about context as well. The meaning lies in the context. But that’s our context, and it’s a different context than the historical narrative that we’ve been talking about. The archivist’s context is really, what was the context in which that record was created? So what were the processes, the administrative processes? Who were the people involved? What was the agency’s mandate and so on? As a way to, almost establish the authenticity, authenticate. But also to make sense of how people make sense of the, what they’re looking at. So we’ve done all this work, but one questions whether that is that really necessary and useful, to… Let’s say the historian that comes in is looking for, to construct a particular narrative. Is it enough just to have, you know, these are records created by such and such an agency. From which the historian can infer, you know, the source, the processes and so on. And concentrate on providing an interface that the historian can then delve into the digital records themselves. Look at them, explore, plot them along a time line, pull in other, you know,  information from other sources that help explain these records. So that’s what we’re kind of saying. You, know, we’ve got a period of potential discontinuity in the progression of archives, and really perhaps we need to break with the past. And the way that we’ve been doing things and representing things, primarily in a very structured, textual fashion and move to less structure an actually visual representation, so that you’re able to understand the, you know, the content, the structure of a large collection. I was looking, reading something recently about the Bush administration emails and the Clinton administration emails and there are literally terabytes of these emails. And, so the ability to, kind of, hone in on what ones looking for by doing linear reviews, careful reviews of a particular text; that might come, but you need initially to be able to have, the big picture. So it’s kind of moving us towards, in that direction. But trying to understand how do these representations need to look, what did these, because these are going to be new mediations. What form would the mediations be most useful in, the most natural. And then studying the impact, if we produce these, what is the impact, what does it change about the way people think about the archives and interact with it. It’s kind of a brave new world for archives. Yeah. I think there’s huge possibilities for new forms of research, historical research. Just as when you know, just as we first started to get access as historians to digital datasets. That is what prompted, I remember back when I was studying history, some of the social historians that were operating out of U of T were looking at these datasets.
B1: Quantitative data. 

VL: Exactly, looking at data trends, looking at demographic trends and understanding these huge sweeping trends and what it meant for the average person. In the same way as that data changed the kind of history that was written, it is possible that by making these kinds of visual tools available it could change the kind of history that is, that gets written. 

B1: Yeah, and maybe as [?] written, they be as presented as visual representations. 

VL: Yes, exactly, yeah. Well as your student…that was a simple visual representation. A kind of temporal one, these are the significant facts along a time line, there are no dates per say, but it’s very clear that that representation was about progress towards an ultimate outcome. And, so, that’s a particular representation; that in itself constructs the way that you relate with it. So if those things were scanned, scattered randomly on the page, the way that you would interact with those facts would be quite different. There wouldn’t be this strong narrative and it wouldn’t be…talking about the ethical, the whole ethical lens wouldn’t be as apparent as it is when we kind of… And at this theological sort of, okay, this is how we…

B1: This is what it’s all leading to. 
VL: So it’s um, there’s just so many aspects of this to explore. This is only an exploratory study so it’s really only going to be able to scratch the surface and we’ll see what we can find, basically. And see if there’s some interesting insights and new discoveries that we, that what’s research should be about. I mean, it’s a bit about, okay, here’s what’s our path is and our plan and here’s what we’re hoping. But really I think there are much, much bigger questions to be explored through all of this.

B1: Yea, it’s fascinating.

VL: Yea, so I would love to, I mean when we, I can show you some of these tools but I know you’ve got to get on.

 B1: Yea.
VL: So perhaps then, another time. 

B1: Okay [?]

VL: Yea, so I’ll send you the Paul Conway article though. 

B1: That would be great.

VL: And if you are interested in the sense making stuff as well, I can send you something on that as well. And then you know, if you’re, well, we can meet again…[CUTS OFF]
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