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• Web archiving as a field of 
practice

• Problematising practice and the 
field; a theoretical framework

• Methodology and empirical 
work

• Preliminary results of a study at 
the Internet Archive

Outline



Outline

Web Archiving

https://flic.kr/p/dUt1ir

Sam Hodgson, NYTimes https://nyti.ms/2mxKAGM 

https://flic.kr/p/dUt1ir
https://nyti.ms/2mxKAGM


Practice



• Daniel Gomes et al. (2011) A Survey 
on Web Archiving Initiatives. 

• National Digital Stewardship 
Alliance (2012) Web Archiving 
Survey Report.  

• Bailey et al. (2014) Web Archiving in 
the United States: A 2013 Survey 

• Bailey et al. (2017) Web Archiving in 
the United States: A 2016 Survey

Practice

BAILEY ET AL. 2017



• Existing overviews, best practice 
documents, surveys are partial

• Web archiving itself is inherently 
selective, contingent and ≠ a copy 
of the Web(s)

• Need to understand the role and 
agency of non/human actors in 
process

• Understanding the why, when + 
how is important for claims

Problematising



“ We will move from databases to knowledge bases. We 
will move, in the language of the post-modernists, to 
re-contextualize our activities: we will reorient 
ourselves from the content to the context, and from 
the end result to the original empowering intent, that 
is, from the artifact (the actual record) to the creating 
processes behind it, and thus to the actions, 
programmes, and functions behind those processes.  

-Terry Cook

Framing engagement



• From archival science to the 
archival turn

• The archive as generative, 
subjective not a ‘view from 
nowhere’

• Understanding non/professional 
practice, role of politics

• Materiality of knowledge - 
practice as labour, tangible 
implications of intervention

Role of Theory



• Drawing on ‘information labor’ as 
outlined by Downey (2014) 

• Labour = the work it takes to 
produce and transform web 
archives into information sources

• Process of making information 
‘useful’; putting it into ‘circulation’ 

• Human and algorithmic; often 
obscure, hidden

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. 



• Ethnographic methods were 
chosen to document patterns of 
work

• ‘Archival ethnography’ (Gracy 
2004)

• Understanding socio-cultural 
meaning, not a behavioural study

• Draws on extensive body of STS  
literature around record creation, 
scientific labs

Methodology



• 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

• Thematic analysis (Spradley 1979) 
of ‘things informants know’

Methodology



• Non-profit digital library founded 
in 1996 by Brewster Kahle

• Headquarters in San Francisco

• Began as mechanism to capture 
web pages as by-product of 
indexing

• Expanded remit to include books, 
audio, film/video, images, docs, 
video games and software

The Site









FMCCOWN AT ENGLISH WIKIPEDIA, HTTPS://COMMONS.WIKIMEDIA.ORG/W/
INDEX.PHP?CURID=10700055
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=10700055
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=10700055
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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 Practice Roles & Activities

‘Librarians’

Engineers


Web Archivists

Engineers

Web Archivists


‘The Crowd’

• User-directed



Web Archival Labour

• Defining selection priorities 

• Allocating resources 

• Analysing corpus; curating 

• Maintaining crawls

Knowledge Work

‣ popularity, novelty, ‘precarity’ 

‣ staff, domain/host storage limits 

‣ link-based analysis, tagging 

‣ monitoring activities

Examples



Web Archival Labour

• 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)

Breakdown & Repair

‣ crawler traps 

‣ missing capture elements 

‣ patch crawling 

‣ other quality assurance tasks

Examples



Summary & Future Work

• Complex system of knowledge/
maintenance work for prioritising 
web archiving 

• Archive is leveraging corpus and 
crowd for identifying domains 

• Developed multiple tagging and 
analysis tools for curation

Further examining algorithmic (non-
human) labour 

Expand to include other 
communities, case studies
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