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Observing Archives
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Outline

Web Archiving

Library of Congress. Image: https://flic.kr/p/dUt1ir
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The Internet Archive 

Data Rescue NYC 
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Problematising



WeB Archival 
Labour

GREGORY J. DOWNEY. 2014. MAKING MEDIA WORK: TIME, SPACE, IDENTITY, AND 
LABOR IN THE ANALYSIS OF INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION INFRASTRUCTURES. IN 
MEDIA TECHNOLOGIES: ESSAYS ON COMMUNICATION, MATERIALITY, AND SOCIETY, 
TARLETON GILLESPIE, PABLO J. BOCZKOWSKI, AND KIRSTEN A. FOOT (EDS.). MIT 
PRESS, CAMBRIDGE, MASSACHUSETTS; LONDON, ENGLAND, 141–165. 





• 16 un/semi-structured 
(ethnographic) interviews 

• Observation records - what was 
done, made and used, what was 
said 

• Documentary sources - wiki, 
policies, reports 

• Two-tiered consent, 4 weeks

Methodology
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• Wide Crawls 
• Survey Crawls 
• Platform/service specific

• Domain Crawls 
• Thematic Crawls 
• Event-based Crawls

*SCHEMATIC, NOT TO SCALE AND PROBABLY NOT EVEN CHRONOLOGICAL!

Mapping Roles & Activities

‘Librarians’

Engineers


Web Archivists

Engineers

Web Archivists


‘The Crowd’

• User-directed



Breakdown and Repair

STAR, SUSAN LEIGH, AND KAREN RUHLEDER. 1996. ‘STEPS TOWARD AN ECOLOGY OF 
INFRASTRUCTURE: DESIGN AND ACCESS FOR LARGE INFORMATION SPACES’. 
INFORMATION SYSTEMS RESEARCH 7 (1).

• Breakdown as moments when 
contingencies of assemblage are 
revealed (Star & Ruhleder 1996) 

• Repair and maintenance reveals 
‘ethics of care’ afforded to 
technologies over time (Jackson 
2014)

‣ crawler traps 

‣ missing capture elements 

‣ debugging capture vs replay 

‣ patch crawling

Examples

STEPHEN J. JACKSON. 2014.RETHINKING REPAIR. IN MEDIA TECHNOLOGIES: ESSAYS 
ON COMMUNICATION, MATERIALITY, AND SOCIETY, TARLETON GILLESPIE, PABLO J. 
BOCZKOWSKI, AND KIRSTEN A. FOOT (EDS.). MIT PRESS, CAMBRIDGE, 
MASSACHUSETTS; LONDON, ENGLAND, 221–239. 



Values & ‘Ethics of Care’

• Popularity, novelty and levels of 
‘precariousness’ all inform 
collection tasks 

• Organisation/archivists value a 
Web with temporal depth - a 
‘Google for the historical 
Web’

Highlight controversies over power 
dynamics, sustainability questions

Reflect (expanding?) public 
insecurities around web-based truth 
claims



Economies of Web Archiving

• Emergent economy of external (repair) 
services around the Wayback Machine 

• Sharing economy and reliance on 
volunteer labour; knowledge 
production 

• Politics of knowledge production 
beyond selection to consider repair

‣ download and revive ageing 
websites 

‣ capturing links shared on social 
media; Wikipedia 

‣ broken link repair; browser 
extensions

Examples



• web archiving as a form of 
maintenance 

• ability to repair and maintain WAs 
intimately tied to innovation on 
the Web 

• changing the landscape of the 
Web; creating stakeholders 

• increasing reliance on parallel 
project of WAs - power dynamics

Summarising

OGDEN, JESSICA, SUSAN HALFORD, AND LESLIE CARR. 2017. ‘OBSERVING WEB 
ARCHIVES: THE CASE FOR AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF WEB ARCHIVING’. IN 
PROCEEDINGS OF WEBSCI’17, TROY, NY, USA., JUNE 25–28, 2017. ACM. DOI:
10.1145/3091478.3091506.

If you’re interested in more:
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