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Introduction

A first-time participant at the 2008 edition of the DABOH meeting in Balatonfüred, I was both somewhat perplexed and intrigued by having been invited to reflect on what I initially considered to comprise a range of essentially philosophical issues within the broader context of largely pragmatic questions revolving around resources for mission studies. Yet I was well aware that the key would be to root the discussion in the paradigm of the archivists' and historians' raison d'être under the guise of their instrumentality in our contemporary world. I attempt to pursue this path by starting with an account of my personal Leitmotive. I then turn my attention to the relevance of mission archives within their institutional settings before moving on to explore some recent developments and implications for archivists and historians today. I subsequently touch on the aspect of pluridisciplinary research in mission archives/studies and conclude with a draft catalogue of suggestions on how to nurture a new generation of archivists and historians. Although the focus is specifically narrowed down to mission archives and archivists, the paper does not purposefully exclude those interested and working in related areas of resource management such as librarians and documentalists, Information Technology specialists, and researchers at large.   

Eye-openers along a stony path: A personal account 

Addressing the theme "Nurturing a new generation of archivists and historians" is a special challenge for someone who has found himself facing the inherent conjunction of innovation and continuity in historical research and teaching during the past years. I was well into my studies at the University of Zurich when Francis Fukuyama's essay "The End of History?" was published in The National Interest in summer 1989. Focusing on the emergence and spread of liberal democracy as the 'final form of human government', the title punctuates the decline of historicism - or of the valorisation of history as a discipline that shapes and directs our thoughts and actions in a meaningful, creative and constructive manner. The critical allusion to democracy and freedom was reinforced during those student years by the bleak scepticism in Aldous Huxley's famous dictum 'That men do not learn very much from the lessons of history is the most important of all the lessons that history has to teach.'
 For all we can learn about the deprecative abuse of history, we might be inclined to overlook the ray of optimism in the final sentence of Fukuyama's essay: 'Perhaps this very prospect of centuries of boredom at the end of history will serve to get history started once again.'
 
Indeed, the late 1980s were of course a fascinating time to plunge into the deep end of the pool of history as the deconstruction of a prevailing bi-polar world order loomed on the horizon. The opportunity to engage with history at university level was - and must in any event still be understood as - a singular chance to review the processual nature of our - society's - role in continuously stimulating reform of the rapport(s) between community(ies), their livelihoods, and the physical environments they live in. Guided by this impetus onto the world stage of history, I became increasingly attracted by the transnational dimension of connections between European and sub-Saharan African agents and institutions in past and present. It soon became obvious that mission archives embodied prime resourcefulness for my undertakings, notably on the strength of their highly distinct approaches to innumerable "contact zones" scattered throughout the global web of mission fields. And herein lies the very crux of missionary and related encounters. It was at this point, further inspired by the originality of late Professor Albert Wirz' take on the "colonial and colonised mind", that I felt I was beginning to understand and unveil my vocation for history.

Much as the making and the analysis of history remains a constant struggle, it makes sense to me as a viable means of communication and negotiation across all mental and physical boundaries. As such, history helps to instill appreciation of, and respect for, what has all too simply been dubbed "otherness". Thus archival research is one important part of the task to overcome this predicament. The other derives from our obligation to tackle the problem of decoding ‘interconnections between memory, cognition and history’ when dealing with oral information.
 Let us recall the wisdom of late Kwame Bediako who skillfully exemplifies the art of translating and merging distinct ideas, ideologies, symbols and dogmas:

[…] we avoid speaking of Christianity as an African religion and speak instead, of Christianity as an African’s religion; the point being, not that historical circumstances have made Christianity an unavoidable factor in African life, but rather that the African experience of the Christian faith can be seen to be fully coherent with the religious quests in African life.

The process of mutually grafting varying angles, agents, decisions, objectives and processes in history has constituted the driving force of my experience in and with mission archives over the past twenty years or so. The string of chances to familiarise myself with collections in Basel, Lausanne, London, Paris, Johannesburg and Buea (Cameroon), along with others, has directed my primary professional concern towards the interface of custodians and users of archives on the extensive platform of transnational and transcultural historical research.

The main objective is to foster existing networks and open up new channels for comparative studies both on mission history and on other themes locked up in mission archives, begging the attention of a new generation of historians. Thus we must endeavour to bridge the gap between those once involved in mission praxis and those now dealing with mission studies. 

Models for mission archives: Integration versus dislocation

Turning to the physical body of the mission archives - as well as further relevant resources, we must take into account their functions and significance to their original proprietors, the respective missionary bodies. There are several good reasons to stress the importance of maintaining close ties between missionary societies and their archives. Just as the semantics of Christian missionary activity is undergoing a rigorous and continuous review in the face of current partnership, advocacy and best practice discourses, set out within the wider realm of contextual theology, the archives constitute the pivotal historical backdrop for contemporary efforts to define the corporate identity of Christian missions. Among others, this task entails attracting the often critical public eye with a view to engaging in open discussions about missionary past and present. If the direct link with their repositories of institutional memory is beneficial to missionary societies, the same goes for the archives proper: Being located in, or within the immediate vicinity of, the premises of their mission headquarters, the archives diffuse a distinct aura and sense of historicity to their users and other visitors. Together, the missions' offices and current operations and the archives provide for a more tangible "touch, feel, and see" experience. In other words, the very proximity of mission in action enhances the encounter with archival records within their narrower and wider institutional contexts. In the long run, it seems likely that the trend to outsource mission archives (e.g. of the Church Missionary Society, the Council for World Mission, the Methodist Missionary Society, the United Society for the Propagation of the Gospel etc.) shall put them at mercy of increasing anonymity as they are incorporated into unrelated bulks of records. Indeed, nurturing a new generation of (mission) archivists and historians is also about nurturing a sense of belonging and includes attributes of ambassadorship in the present considerations. Direct affiliation of archival collections with the institutions they originate from is a prerequisite for networking beyond the confines of traditional support groups for the missionary cause to include vibrant and fruitful contacts with academic institutions. A case at hand is the evolving relationship between mission 21 (formerly the Basel Mission), the University of Basel (Departments of History and Theology), and the multidisciplinary Centre for African Studies in Basel.

Mission archives as resource bases: The broadening contexts

When assessing the role of mission archives in their aforementioned institutional settings, it is equally necessary to stipulate widespread recognition of missionary societies and outreach in the 19th and 20th centuries as the vanguard of contemporary notions and articulations of globalisation. This persists today in evolving views on south-south relations, the south-north reorientation of missionary fervour, and the particular dynamics between East and West, all within the framework of current missionary aims, partnership and discourse. It also brings to mind that archives constitute the common historic denominators of founding and partner churches and missions. This is reason enough to support archives projects notably in former non-West-European mission fields. To underscore this exciting prospect, suffice it to hint at the Henri-Alexandre Junod Centre in Rikatla, Mozambique; the KuNgoni Centre of the White Fathers in Mua, Malawi; the Presbyterian Church in Cameroon Central Archives and Library in Buea, Cameroon; the Akrofi Christaller Memorial Centre in Akropong, Ghana.

Historians-cum-archivists: Professionalisation in mission archives

Mission archives demand professional skills as in any similar repository. They deserve to be viewed as important collections within formally acknowledged realms of national cultural and spiritual-philosophical heritage. The mission archivist ought to consider him/-herself a new brand of historian-cum-archivist-cum-records manager, seeking to become critically involved in developing institutional policies for information management and flow. S/he embodies the interface at which custodianship of the past brings forth fundamental issues for the task of formulating aims for the future: What kind of information is produced? How is it produced? Which purpose(s) does it serve and how is it disseminated? What must and do we keep; how do we keep it; when, how and to whom do we make it as accessible as possible? It goes without saying that such questions are difficult to tackle in politically challenged areas where the job of the archivist barely lies within the margins of the tolerable and is subjected to the whims and woes of monitored history. Yet they must be asked in the light of raising public awareness to the changing image of the archivist. S/he stands at the intersection of private and public memory, empiricism, theory, teaching, research and administration, acts both as service provider and author of knowledge, and is summoned to abide by the core principle of "joint intellectual property". The latter signifies a paradigm change applying to the notion of "the archives": It is no more solely the preservation of, and access to, the physical record in itself but rather the way its proprietorship should be shared satisfactorily which characterises the essence of the work at hand. Accordingly, the public presence and exposure of archivists in the arena of international partnership - again: their ambassadorial role - are on the cards.   

The evolving image of the mission historian-cum-archivist

Evidently, the changing image of the historian-cum-archivist-cum-records manager primarily derives from the nature of evolving tools, training courses and job opportunities. This is not the place for an in-depth analysis of the relevant market index, but we can briefly examine some pertinent features. I draw on the data resulting from a survey of archivists in Canada.
 The author, Barbara Craig, establishes four preeminent types including artisans, guardians, rationals and idealists. She further stresses the importance of a nuanced understanding of different and changing types of users. The striking quality of Craig's "types" of archvists lies in the degree of creativity ascribed to their work, which is coupled with the disposition to engage with evolving technology, categories of data, media outlets and networking potential arising from changing modes of transmission of information broadly affecting the domain of record-keeping. Mission archives are, by dint of their contents and development over time, perhaps less subjected to the same sets of rules and obligations in administrative archives and therefore rely heavily on originality and creativity in policy and practice. A major thrust for the enhancement of such creative impulses needs to be invested into projects involving modern technological innovation, as in the process of designing and improving interactive web-based search and research tools (digital catalogues, collections of digital photographs, historical maps etc.). The obvious key question is: How can we maximise access to, and the function and use of, mission archives? Apart from constituting foundations for the corporate identities of evolving church/religious bodies and their affiliates, mission archivists champion the need to expand horizons beyond the geographical confines of singular research interests in their quest to define custodianship as a modern content-driven service sector. Therefore the crux of their force of creativity lies in the ability to oscillate between the two domains of resources and research respectively.

A middle-ground between "religious" and "secular" history

Viewed as a middle-ground between "religious" and "secular" history/ies, mission archives represent seedbeds for transnational comparative history and cultural studies, contextual theology, biographical research, the history of Zeitgeist, ideas, anthropology and philosophy, and an extensive range of popular/public history interests. A considerable challenge for the present and forthcoming generation(s) of historians-cum-archivists consists in fostering the contended process of mutual approximation and appropriation of distinct fields of knowledge production: On the one hand missionary experience, insights and know-how (translation, indigenisation/inculturation, social and spiritual reform, assimilation and modernisation, advocacy); on the other hand anthropological and sociological research (based on fieldwork, statistical surveys, impact assessment studies of diverse external influences, analyses of political, economic, social, religious, environmental, demographic, and other processes and changes). We must act upon the maxim that mission archives generally contribute towards advancing an exceptional quality of agency oriented approaches to the study of historical events and processes. It is these kinds of collections that show us more than administrative colonial archives or the record of trading companies how intimately interwoven the lives of missionaries from diverse backgrounds in both the sending and receiving societies were in the contact zones of religious encounters. Here lie the foundations of new openings to be sought after along the path of forging joint knowledge production.

Incentives and prospects

Let me now turn to the implicit leading question: how can - and should - we nurture a new generation of (mission) archivists and historians - among whom I count myself? I must start by pointing out that I do not necessarily consider the new generation a younger generation. It is perhaps more appropriate to think of mission archives as triggering inspirations among senior and younger scholars alike. The principle objective - as pursued, for instance, by the DABOH group - is to continue channelling their complementary resourcefulness into future plans for interaction and cooperation. In this vein I will attempt to set out and comment a draft catalogue of prospects and incentives in a mid- and long-term perspective. To begin with, I would suggest a sustained advocacy campaign in favour of boosting the exceptional range, diversity and quality of mission archives and sources. Naturally, this depends on the extent to which varying needs and uneven opportunities in different regions of the globe can be identified. Attempting to respond to and alleviate or at least cushion prevailing disparities deriving from political, social, economic, infrastructural etc. disadvantages, it is worth noting that mission archives, history and studies at large are currently en vogue. They stake off a domain that appears to have secured its place on the wider map of acknowledged fields of teaching and research thanks to their remarkable interdisciplinary potential. Mission archives and history form a fundamental nexus for the revision and sophistication of a critical gaze into the colonial and pre-colonial past, challenging the tenets of post-colonial critique which gained currency from the 1970s. Mission archivists require to be actively involved - in their capacity as historians - in defining methodological approaches by means of which to review the history/ies of transcultural/-national relations, social movements and change, political configurations and processes, and decisive turning points that help explicate the present. It is important to note that mission archives and history are by no means confined to a narrow circle of elitist scholars. On the contrary, they are valued resource bases for people from all walks of life, offering access to genealogical studies and offering a prism through which to explore a broad scope of themes arising from the history of science and the history of more popular transposition and production of general knowledge.

The main premise of this short essay is that the role of the contemporary mission archivist is inherently linked to the task and challenges of the historian. And if this dual capacity stands for custodianship of collective memory, it also embodies the need and forward-looking thrust of a collective consciousness. The value of mission archives and history for the preservation and proliferation of our global collective memory is also illustrated by their complementary resourcefulness in the museum world. It is in this context, to invoke the pious and spiritual background of missionary societies, that the archives might occasionally merit the attribute of a sacred "pilgrimage site".

By way of conclusion: A constructive critique

Having portrayed a largely favourable picture of the resourcefulness of mission archives, it is just as important not to ignore that much remains to be done to nurture and consolidate the postulated "new generation of archivists and historians". I will start by reiterating here that the intrinsic key criterion lies in combining the two titles and their functions. We must by all means avoid prejudicing the idea of dividing responsibilities between purely managerial and administrative tasks of the archivist on the one hand and one-sidedly intellectual, analytic skills of the historian on the other. Admittedly, this claim might be much easier to divulge in a West European setting than in, for example, a sub-Saharan African institution. Therefore it is crucial to take organisational, cultural and political variants into account when assessing opportunities to engage in international networking and cooperation projects. The latter also rely on the development of long-term strategies geared to enhance the regional and global flow of information on mission resources and history/ies. Public relations, in turn, require to be deployed diligently so as curb the risk of exacerbating all chances of promoting mission archives, studies and history by inciting a sense of "mission fatigue". Seminars, conferences, university courses, adult education, internships, support groups and guided tours, along with increasing technological know-how, are some possible measures to consolidate the role and public image of the modern and future historian-cum-archivist. Finally, mission studies must fully integrate history into a holistic research agenda that tackles the ostensible anachronism of the term "mission" in the vocabulary and spirit of our contemporary Zeitgeist. To sum up, the tasks we face in the course of nurturing a "new generation of archivists and historians" can be fused in the motto of forging joint knowledge, collectively making sense, and sharing our insights in pursuit of a distinctly people oriented approach.
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