
Managing Congressional Collections: The
Enduring Legacy of Thomas Hobbes

The vast and complex world of congressional collections presents unique
challenges for librarians and archivists. These collections, which document
the legislative history of the United States, are essential resources for
scholars, researchers, and policymakers alike. However, their size and
scope can make them difficult to manage and access.

In the 17th century, political philosopher Thomas Hobbes addressed similar
challenges in his seminal work, Leviathan. His insights on the nature of
human nature and the social contract have profound implications for the
effective management of congressional collections.
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According to Hobbes, human nature is fundamentally selfish and
competitive. This "war of all against all" creates a state of chaos and
disorder, which can only be overcome by the establishment of a strong
central authority. In the case of congressional collections, this authority is
represented by libraries and archives.

Hobbes believed that the social contract, an agreement between
individuals to surrender some of their freedoms in exchange for protection
and order, is essential for a well-functioning society. In the context of
congressional collections, this contract is implicit in the role of libraries and
archives as neutral custodians of the nation's legislative history.

Managing Congressional Collections

Applying Hobbesian principles to the management of congressional
collections yields the following insights:

1. Centralization and Control:

Congressional collections should be centralized in designated libraries and
archives to ensure their preservation and accessibility. The dispersal of
materials across multiple locations can lead to confusion, lost records, and
difficulty in research.

2. Uniform Standards:
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Cataloging, description, and preservation practices should be standardized
across institutions to facilitate research and resource sharing. Without
common standards, researchers may encounter inconsistencies in finding
aids and difficulties in comparing documents from different sources.

3. Access and Transparency:

Collections should be accessible to researchers and the public to the
greatest extent possible. Transparency in collection management ensures
that the legislative history of the nation is not hidden or manipulated.

4. User-centric Approach:

Libraries and archives should focus on meeting the needs of users,
including researchers, students, and policymakers. This requires providing
user-friendly research tools, digitizing materials, and offering tailored
reference services.

5. Collaboration and Outreach:

Institutions should collaborate with each other and with external partners to
enhance access to collections and promote the use of congressional
materials in research and public discourse.

The management of congressional collections is a complex task that
requires careful consideration and diligent implementation. By applying the
principles of Thomas Hobbes on human nature and the social contract,



libraries and archives can create well-organized, accessible, and user-
centric collections that fulfill their essential role in preserving and
disseminating the nation's legislative history.
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