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At the Society of American Archivists (SAA) 1983 Annual Meeting in Minneapolis, incoming
president David B. Gracy II announced a new initiative that would become his signature work as
president of the Society: the Archives and Society Initiative. Gracy proposed to tackle the
perennial problem of image and public perception of archivists. He envisioned a transformation
for archivists from a passive role and belief that archives justify themselves to an active one of
caretaking, advocacy, and responsibility for our own image. This call to action presented such a
fundamental shift in thinking, approach, and practice, that Gracy referred to this in his
presidential address and the resulting American Archivist article, as “the first archival
revolution.”
Using Dr. Gracy’s concept of an archival revolution, the authors conducted nine focus group
sessions with archive workers from across the field to identify and explore the impact of
paradigmatic shifts in archival theory, ideas, practices, and perceptions. Based on the
participants' differing life and professional experiences, this qualitative study informs the
definition of “archival revolution” and the creation of a preliminary list of shifts and transitional
moments that have occurred over the last forty years in the profession.
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