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Is the Past Prologue or Just History?:
Accessing Records at the Presidential Libraries

The history of the disposition of presidential records from the eighteenth and nineteenth

centuries does not reflect the authority and importance that Americans associate with the office. 

Since their papers were considered their private property, presidents were left with the decision

of what to do with them when they left office.  A few, such as both Adams and Hayes, deposited

their papers in libraries.  Some, such as Washington, died before they could carry out any plan, so

their heirs were in a position to discard or sell the papers at their discretion.  Some papers fell

victim to fires, such as those that destroyed the papers of Jackson at the Hermitage or Tyler in

Richmond.  A few former presidents like Coolidge chose to destroy at least some of their papers. 

Although the Library of Congress made a concerted effort in the early twentieth century to collect

as many papers of the former presidents as possible, there were voids in this collection for all of

the aforementioned reasons.  But the landscape of presidential history changed in 1938 when

Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) proposed the creation of a presidential library and museum in Hyde

Park, New York.  Whereas before 1938 the American public had asserted no claim to access

presidential records, after the creation of this first presidential library and continuing through the

establishment of the other twelve presidential libraries in the system that is overseen by the

National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), there have been many debates about the

appropriate level of public access to these records.  This concept of access can actually be
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subdivided into four elements – physical access, in the sense of where the presidential libraries

are located; intellectual access, in the more traditional archival sense of how quickly records are

processed and what records are sealed; personal access, in the sense of what persons are granted

the right to view the records; and electronic access, meaning the availability of records remotely

via the World Wide Web.  NARA has received rampant criticism for its handling of these

various elements of access, with the first three being problematic throughout the existence of the

presidential libraries system and the last one emerging within the last two decades.  While some

of these criticisms are valid, given the statutory, financial, and ethical constraints within which

NARA must operate, the presidential libraries system has done an admirable job of preserving

the records of the modern American presidents and making them accessible to the public.

Before elaborating on the issues involved in providing access to the materials housed in

the presidential libraries, it is important to consider the overarching purpose that has brought

these materials together in the first place.  At the dedication of his library in 1941, FDR said,

“To bring together the records of the past and to house them in buildings where they will

be preserved for the use of men and women in the future, a Nation must believe in three

things.  It must believe in the past.  It must believe in the future.  It must, above all,

believe in the capacity of its own people so to learn from the past that they can gain in

judgment in creating their own future.”1

This system was formalized in 1955 with passage of the Presidential Libraries Act, and FDR’s

predecessor as well as his four successors established libraries under the authority of this

legislation, whereby presidents voluntarily agreed to donate to the national government their

papers as well as the land and building in which they would be housed and overseen by NARA.2 
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Writing in the Missouri Library Association Quarterly in 1962, the director of the Truman

library at the time, Philip Brooks, said that the “‘basic objective of these Presidential Libraries is

to preserve and to make available in one place all the historical materials from one Presidential

Administration.’”3  Not only have the libraries collected the papers of former presidents, but they

have also supplemented that collection with relevant published works and audio-visual materials

and have sought to collect the papers of other administration officials and to conduct oral history

interviews when written records were not adequate.4  Writing for Prologue in 1989, director of

the Hoover library at the time, Richard Norton Smith, said the presidential libraries “are

storehouses of information and classrooms for democratic instruction.”5  Thus, over a span of

about fifty years, many ringing endorsements of the presidential library system have been

provided, establishing as its purpose both the collection of presidential materials that would be of

interest to the American public and the promulgation of democracy.6

Writing in 1967, historian Herbert Feis provided this poetic description of the purpose of

the presidential libraries –

The creation of these libraries was bathed in the light of promised revelation.  They were

not conceived merely as memorials and preservative depositories.  They were hailed

because of the belief that they would enable the American people to learn more – and

more easily and quickly – about their past.  But the light of revelation is now filtered

through curtains of reserve that the value of these institutions to the historian of the recent

past is still to be proven.7

Although Feis certainly communicated his support for the nearly mystical possibility of what the

presidential libraries can accomplish, his conclusion brings focus to the more thorny issue of
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access and whether the records stored in the presidential libraries are being made readily

available to interested parties.  In actuality, there are four aspects of access to be considered in

relation to the presidential library system.  For one, there has been much debate about the

scattered locations of the sites.  Hugh Heclo noted in a 1977 report to the Ford Foundation that

the dispersal of materials among the presidential libraries was making original research difficult

and expensive.8  At that point, there were six presidential libraries operated by NARA; in 2011,

there are twelve currently operating and a thirteenth scheduled to open in 2013.  University of

Pittsburgh professor Richard Cox suggested in 2002 that rather than having separate facilities for

each president, there should be a single presidential center in Washington, D.C., where all future

presidential records would be housed – “staffed by experts in these records and featuring

exhibitions, public conferences, and other events intended to help us understand this office and

upping the responsibility for greater accountability by our top officials to the people they serve.”9 

However, Professor Cynthia Wolff cited a 1980 General Services Administration (GSA) study

that suggested it would be three times as expensive to create a centralized library as it is to

maintain decentralized libraries.10  Wolff also included comments from the hearings on the 1955

Presidential Libraries Act that question whether presidents would be willing to donate materials

to a central depository and whether it is wise to concentrate all such valuable materials in one

location, should there be some sort of disaster, natural or otherwise.11  Historian Frank Freidel

argued that the specialized nature of these libraries will attract an archivist staff that can provide

superior guidance to their patrons because they will be experts on the relatively narrow subject

matter that correlates to that president.12  With concerns about the growing costs of maintaining

the presidential libraries system, Congress passed the 2008 Presidential Historical Records
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Preservation Act, which mandated a report from NARA about alternative models for the

presidential libraries.13  NARA suggested five alternatives, including (1) maintaining the current

model, though making revisions to reduce costs to the federal government, (2) establishing

presidential archival depositories that would be leased and managed by NARA, (3) having a non-

federal entity donate an archives building to NARA, (4) establishing a centralized presidential

archival depository funded and managed by NARA, and (5) establishing a centralized

presidential depository.14  Although on the one hand it is daunting to consider that there will be

an ever-growing number of presidential libraries, the benefits seem to outweigh the drawbacks. 

From a purely financial standpoint, the fundraising that is necessary to build a presidential library

could not likely be accomplished as easily for an institution that was not affiliated with an

individual.  The subject specialization that is fostered among archivists working in a library for a

particular president likely could not be matched in a centralized institution.    Lastly, although

multi-era comparisons have become more common in historical writing, if NARA is able to

provide greater electronic access to the records, the physical location of the libraries will not be

such an impediment to this research.

Another question about access is, which persons should be provided access to the records

housed in the presidential libraries?  In the years before the Presidential Libraries Act, as with

most donor agreements, there were restrictions on who may be allowed to access the collection

and when and whether they could publish their findings.  James O’Neill, deputy archivist for

NARA, has questioned whether the presidential libraries have been, in a sense, victims of their

own success, pointing out that

Presidents and their families rarely provided, and historians did not expect, open and
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equal access to presidential papers.  . . . .  Researchers now expect, indeed they even

demand, that such material be opened under terms of equal access and that this be done

early.  But it is, in part, the very existence of the presidential libraries and the policies of

the presidential libraries that have aroused this expectation.15

One of the most famous cases in which access was challenged involved a Rice University

researcher, Francis L. Loewenheim, who claimed in 1968 that the FDR Library staff had denied

him access to several letters written by a German ambassador to FDR – allegedly withheld

because a staff member was working on a book about FDR’s foreign policy.  The conflict was

resolved in 1970, after the intervention of the American Historical Association and the

Organization of American Historians, with a finding that the library staff had not intentionally

denied access to materials but also had not specifically made Loewenheim aware of their

existence.  It was largely as a result of this incident that the presidential libraries began making

their finding aids public.16  A good example of a donation that came with restrictions is the

papers of Robert Kennedy, which have been on deposit at the Kennedy Presidential Library but

have not been deeded to the library.  Sixty-three boxes of these materials were only opened to the

public in March 2011, nearly forty-three years after the assassination of Bobby Kennedy.17  An

investigative journalist quoted Kerry McCarthy, a grandniece of Joseph Kennedy, explaining her

decision not to provide her own materials to the library because, “‘We’ve found that there is an

attitude that this is just for us [the family]’” – a type of limited access with which she apparently

is not comfortable.18  If one considers this problematic case of limited access through the prism

of NARA, it is apparent that the records are being handled according to the dictates of donor

agreements.  While the FDR archivists probably had an ethical obligation to steer Loewenheim in
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the direction of all available resources, I have seen no evidence that NARA officials have ever

had ulterior motives in how they have dealt with users of the presidential libraries system.

Another element of the access debate is the more intellectual question – to what do

patrons deserve access and how quickly should they expect it?  Historians are not exactly in

agreement about the appropriate answers to these questions.  There has certainly been a

clamoring for greater, faster access.  In a clearly named 1967 article, “The Shackled Historian,”

historian Herbert Feis posited that while the presidential libraries may help with the investigation

of the “outdistanced past,” they serve no purpose in researching the “recent past,” leaving

historians “hobbled” by rules and restrictions.19  He followed this up with an article in the New

York Times the next year, arguing that the presidential library system had the effect of

strengthening “the clamps of the Executive upon records of our foreign relations and military

affairs.”20  There have also been criticisms of the voids in certain collections.  For instance,

historian Richard S. Kirkendall wrote in 1966 – nearly a decade after the dedication of the

Truman Library – of his concern that there were few records in the Truman Library that were

created before 1940, so the researcher could not draw any direct conclusions about the

development of or influences on Truman.21

On the other hand, noted historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., wrote in 1975, “The real

interest of the historian is in a rich, honest and revealing record rather than in instant access; and

the more he pushes for instant access, the more he will impoverish the record.  . . . .  The

certainty of immediate disclosure would have a chilling effect; and the results would be the

degeneration of the research quality of documentary evidence.”  He goes on to argue that the

presidential libraries system is able to provide quicker access to presidential records than is
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possible with official government records, such as those from the State Department, primarily

because presidential records are not considered public property.22  Schlesinger wrote this article

before Congress passed the 1978 Presidential Records Act (PRA), which “defines presidential

records as all records generated or received by the president or his staff ‘in the course of

conducting activities which relate to or have an effect upon the carrying out of constitutional,

statutory, or other official or ceremonial duties of the President.’”23  In the wake of the PRA,

coupled with the explosion of records that are being generated by the White House, the

processing of records to prepare them for public access has slowed dramatically.  A 1997 article

estimated that thirty percent of the Ford Library had not been processed in the sixteen years since

its opening, and forty percent of the Carter Library had not been processed within eleven years. 

In its first sixteen years of existence, the Reagan Library had not processed eighty-two percent of

its holdings.24  These numbers are a little easier to comprehend when one considers that the

presidential libraries system is not a part of the More Product Less Process movement.  FDR

created his library with the idea that each record would be reviewed page-by-page, “principally

for the protection of national security and investigatory information, and personal and family

privacy.”25  Yet as dire as this may sound, the libraries established after the PRA are in an even

more difficult situation.  Declaring presidential records public brings them under the auspices of

the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA), so the so-called PRA archives wind up having to

organize their processing according to FOIA requests rather than proceeding in an orderly, series-

by-series manner.26  Sharon Fawcett, Assistant Archivist for Presidential Libraries, estimated that

processing based on FOIA requests was seventy-five percent slower than systematic processing.27

President Nixon’s resignation in the wake of the Watergate scandal also created a records
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access lag because after he left office, he negotiated an agreement with GSA Administrator

Arthur Sampson to donate his papers to a presidential library, with the understanding that Nixon

could destroy the White House tapes within ten years.  As a result of this, Congress passed the

1974 Presidential Recordings and Materials Preservation Act, which  required Nixon’s

presidential materials to be kept in the Washington, DC, area.  It was not until the Nixon Library

became a part of the NARA system in 2007 that these materials began being integrated into his

library.  The final legislative piece of the puzzle came with the 1978 PRA, which provides a five-

year period at the end of an administration during which accessioning and processing are to take

place.28  This legislation also allows a president to invoke executive privilege and impose

restrictions on access for a period of up to twelve years after he leaves office.29  Presidents do, of

course, have the right to allow records to become public before the end of this window; for

instance, before the Clinton Library was scheduled to open in November 2004, based on the

requirement of the PRA, NARA notified sitting President George W. Bush of their intent to

release 100,000 domestic-policy records before the passage of twelve years.30  In 1981, President

Ronald Reagan issued Executive Order 12667, which established “procedures for former and

incumbent Presidents to invoke executive privilege to block the release of specific documents

after twelve years.”  However, whereas Reagan’s Executive Order allowed either the former or

the incumbent President to invoke executive privilege and prevent the release of documents after

twelve years, President George W. Bush signed Executive Order 13233 in 2001, allowing the

incumbent president unilaterally to prevent the release of documents before the twelve year

window – even when his predecessor wanted to provide said access.31  In the words of Bruce

Montgomery, these executive orders from Reagan and George W. Bush reveal “the continuing
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pattern of presidential attempts to nullify or circumvent the PRA in direct contravention of prior

court rulings and congressional intent.”32  Yet there have also been two executive orders that

have streamlined some processes for the presidential libraries system.  In 1995, President Clinton

signed Executive Order 12958, which established an automatic declassification date for

documents.  NARA responded by creating the Remote Access Capture project with the CIA in

order to scan classified documents at each presidential library and transfer them to the agencies

in Washington, D.C., that would need to conduct a page-by-page review and notify the libraries

of which documents can be declassified.33  Then in 2009, President Obama issued an executive

order rescinding Bush’s restrictive executive order.34  Whether considering the fallout from the

Watergate scandal or the intentions of the various executive orders that have modified the PRA,

NARA has not chosen on its own to limit access to records but has been held responsible for

carrying out the directives of the former and incumbent presidents as well as Congress.

Finally, in light of rapidly expanding technologies, the question of what sort of remote

access to presidential records can be provided has also been raised.  O’Neill’s 1973 article

speculated about the “day of push-button research,” but even thirty-eight years later, his dream

has not yet been realized.35  Writing in 1989, historian Frank Freidel pointed out that “key

research documents most in demand” were being made available to major libraries on microfilm,

in addition to the documents disseminated through publications of the National Historical

Publications and Records Commission as well as audio-visual materials provided for television

and radio programs.36  In the same issue of Prologue, Hoover archivist Richard Norton Smith

described an emerging system called PRESNET (Presidential Libraries Information Network) –

“the electronic system that promises to make the holdings of presidential libraries accessible to
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anyone with a computer terminal and the knowledge to use it.”37  However, it would appear that

this plan has not been entirely accomplished.  A web search for PRESNET in November 2011

returned a page for the Ford Library that is housed on a University of Texas site.  It includes

statistics from 1999, indicating that ninety percent of open folders have been described in this

database; however, individual materials are not described, and the database can only be searched

from the computers at the Ford Library in Michigan, so researchers not able to travel to the site

must send their search requests to an archivist at the library.38  The Ford PRESNET site does

redirect the user to the Archival Research Catalog (ARC) of NARA, where most of the Ford

PRESNET records can be remotely searched.39  The records of other presidential libraries can

also be searched remotely using the ARC system, and the web site provides tutorials and guides

to help users find desired records.  Although not all of the items that are in ARC have been

digitized, there are 153,000 digital copies available in ARC.40  Yet while the ARC system seems

promising, there are still pitfalls.  In a 2006 article, Sharon Fawcett acknowledged that requiring

the presidential libraries to create ARC records diverted resources from processing – generating a

“schism” between the goals of NARA and those of the libraries and obviously slowing what were

already lackluster processing rates.41  In a 2007 interview, Fawcett explained that the necessary

equipment to scan original documents (including handwritten documents, which require a higher

resolution) is not readily available to presidential libraries; in addition, she acknowledged that

metadata for each record has to be developed individually, and both of these issues slow the

process of uploading documents into searchable databases.42  Speaking at the Presidential

Libraries Symposium in 2011, Archivist of the U.S. David Ferriero underscored his commitment

to providing more electronic access to documents housed in the National Archives but also
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pointed out that the cost of doing so is prohibitive for NARA to undertake on its own, so public-

private partnerships will be necessary to accomplish this.43  Perhaps one of the most efficient

means by which NARA can improve access in the future would be through an more systematic

means of accessioning “born digital” documents while a president is in office so the processing

of these documents does not have to wait until the end of his administration.44  Looking into

ways of capturing the metadata at the point of creation and of allowing for user input (e.g., in the

form of tags) could also help to facilitate this process.45

Despite the lackluster performance of PRESNET, NARA is demonstrating a commitment

to digitization.  According to the Annual Performance Plan for fiscal year 2012, NARA has

established a strategic goal to “provide prompt, easy, and secure access to our holdings

anywhere, anytime.”  They further identify their long range performance targets, including having

one percent of archival holdings available online by 2012 and having ninety-five percent of

archival holdings described in an online catalog by 2016.46  Later in the same document, NARA

explains the significance of online access to documents in this way:

We must guarantee the continuing accessibility of the records of all three branches of our

Government.  If we cannot do this, citizens, corporations, and the Government will lose

the essential evidence necessary to document their legal rights; the Government will

suffer loss of both accountability and credibility; and as a nation our ability to learn about

and understand our national experience will be diminished substantially.47

Perhaps the root of the problem lies not in a lack of will or focus but in the fact that the

presidential libraries system has too many masters.  Although presidential records have been

considered public since the 1978 PRA, as already documented, the president still has the
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authority to postpone the release of records.  Even foreign governments can require certain

records to remain closed.48  Economics professor James L. Cochrane argued that the presidential

libraries are beholden not only to the former presidents but also to their families, their former

staffs, their supporters, and even their political party.49  Feis also contends that library archivists

cannot be expected to be independent risk takers when they are in fact career bureaucrats who

have to answer to heads of executive departments and library trustees as well as former

presidents.50

Larry Hackman, who worked at both the Truman and Kennedy libraries, has suggested

that the presidential libraries work together to overcome many of these criticisms – creating “a

consistent and collaborative system that is more, not less, than the sum of its parts.”51  Fawcett

identified his education programming at the Truman Library as the catalyst for transforming “the

libraries from independent institutions whose archival resources served advanced scholarship to a

system of libraries working in partnership with state and local education communities to broaden

the education experience of primary and secondary students.”52  An attempt both to codify the

relationship between the presidential libraries and NARA and to generate some uniformity

among the libraries began as early as 1968, when the GSA issued the Presidential Libraries

Handbook.  Yet visits to the web sites of the various presidential web sites in 2011 immediately

show the lack of uniformity among them, not only in layout but also in the types of resources

made available and the goals communicated to visitors.  Fawcett explained that this dates back to

the creation of the presidential libraries, many of whom depended on universities for resources

and found the universities much more capable of launching a web site in the early days than was

NARA, so the libraries each went their own way.53  However, in an effort to accomplish
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Hackman’s idea of collaboration, each library is working to digitize materials that can be linked

to the jointly-created interactive Presidential Timeline, which includes online exhibits and

education modules along with more than one thousand digital objects.54

When investigating the degree of access to presidential records that is afforded by the

presidential libraries, there is one final question – to what end?  Why is it necessary to have

access to these millions of documents that have been created over the past century?  During

deliberations over the 1955 Presidential Libraries Act, General Services Administrator Edmund

F. Mansure “testified that the provision for the orderly preservation of presidential papers ‘is the

best guarantee that they will be retained intact for historical research . . . these resolutions will

not only make history, but they will also make for better history.’”55  Herbert Feis argued that the

alternative is unpalatable – “lack of adequate and well-confirmed knowledge allows distorted

accounts of what occurred, and biased interpretations of why it occurred, to thrive.  Reliable . . .

knowledge is essential to counter the imaginative partisan, the biased mind, the deliberate decrier

and willful worshipper.”56  Alongside his rather sharp critiques of NARA, Richard Cox is equally

clear in his opinion that providing access to these presidential records helps to keep elected and

appointed officials accountable to the American people.  He concludes, “Presidential records are

not devices for creating a uniquely American mythology, but they are windows into how our

government and its leaders work, lead, negotiate, make mistakes, and rectify their errors.”57 

Despite the inherent conflicts and complications, clearly the presidential libraries system is worth

the effort it will take to improve it.

Writing in 2006 in her position as Assistant Archivist for Presidential Libraries, Sharon

Fawcett touched on several aspects of access when she suggested, “There is among the libraries a
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strong desire to protect, preserve, and open the records; to articulate the historical challenges and

successes of each president; and finally to provide visitors, both online and in person, a link to

history.”58  Undoubtedly, this characterization will not be enough to convince all of the ability

and determination of the presidential libraries to provide equal access.  Richard Cox seems fairly

convinced that the current system cannot work because the libraries tend to generate an

“authorized version of history” (especially in the museum exhibits) due to their “very cozy

relationship” with the former Presidents.  He also criticizes the libraries for perpetuating the

“great man” syndrome, and he identified these possible futures for the presidential library system

– they can either become “modern pyramids” that merely glorify an individual or “important

educational and government organizations trying to make Americans aware of how accountable

these Presidents ought to be to American ideals, law, and the people.”59  In the light of modern

scandals such as Watergate, Iran-contra, and Filegate, accountability certainly seems to be a

principle that the presidential libraries system can play to its advantage.  Yet the nagging

question of the speed with which records become accessible remains.  As Feis concludes, “The

historian of the recent past should not be regarded as low man on the totem pole.  His service to

the life of the nation, all nations, is too important.  The better he can do his work, the more

instructed and intelligent that public which officials in a democracy must appeal to and rely

on.”60  Although Schlesinger’s warning echoes about the likely precipitous decline in the quality

of records should access be granted more quickly, one can surmise that American culture has

changed enough since he wrote these words in 1975 that perhaps the outcome would not be as

dire as he predicted.  Whether with 24-hour cable news networks or tweets or smartphones, many

Americans today display an almost fanatical commitment to immediate access to information,
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and since many politicians are embracing these same technologies, perhaps the presidents would

not be as guarded in their creation of records as Schlesinger feared.

Optimism was the core principle present at the genesis of the presidential libraries

system, as reflected in the quote from FDR already cited.  In the intervening years, the pendulum

has swung more toward the negative end of the spectrum, with criticisms of everything from the

architectural design of the library buildings to the dispersed locations chosen by the former

presidents to secret classification of many documents.  NARA certainly stands to improve its

oversight by coordinating the goals and implementations of the member libraries; for instance,

two areas seem especially ripe for research, including finding ways to create system-wide

funding partnerships for initiatives such as digitization.  There is currently a case of the haves

and the have-nots when one compares the resources at the disposal of the Kennedy library versus

those available to the Hoover library.61  Each institution should also conduct user surveys to

determine the desirability of implementing Web 2.0 strategies as a means of improving access. 

Nevertheless, it would be unreasonable to expect that there could ever be universal support for

the existing presidential libraries system and the ways in which NARA handles issues of access

at these institutions.  Luckily, conflict is not something that repels historians, so the stories of

these presidents will continue to be written, and as FDR suggested, the United States can

continue using a knowledge of the past to create a better future.  As an exhibit at the Truman

Library explains, “‘History never speaks with one voice.  It is always under debate – a

manuscript that is continually being revised, and is never complete.’”62  The past is prologue.
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