Niels Ole Finneman: Archiving the Internet

1.A new national archive – why?
In the course of the 1990s, the Internet has become one of the main pillars of society’s commu​nicative infrastructure. To a rapidly growing segment of the population, the net has become a daily tool, whether as source of news, work of reference, library and knowledge archive, public debate forum or postal system, and it is used for occupational purposes as well as for communication between national/local authorities and the individual citizen, and between individual citizens, both publicly and semi-publicly and private. Most institutions, public and private, and most companies have now established themselves on the net. This is also true of innumerable special-interest groups, associa​tions and surprisingly many individuals, who have established their own home pages and web-sites, just as many people are frequent participants in the many public or semi-public chat-forums and news groups.

Thus the Internet is now a medium for the public, the marketplace and civil society. It is a place where one seeks news, information, knowledge, art, entertainment & amusement; where one does business, and meets other people.

The Internet is both a new communications system and an archive/library – both well known in themselves. What is unique is the integration of the electronic media’s speed of communication with the depth of knowledge of the library and the archive.

We have had global electronic communication since the end of the 1800s, and we have had archives and libraries since antiquity. The Internet is one big coupling of these functions. This coupling touches on both communication and content, and therefore we must archive both.
The amount of information – of all qualities – already available over the Internet has been estimated to surpass the amount of information of comparable quality available on all other media platforms (cf. P. Lyman et al. How much information).

Today the Internet can be presumed to be the medium offering the widest possible access to expressing oneself in public. It not only expands the individual’s contacts to the international world; it expands its reach in local communities: in Denmark we currently have about 38 newspapers and a similar number of local radio-and TV stations, covering approx. 270 municipalities. On the net, on the other hand, we have hundreds of local web-newspapers and thousands of local web pages. On the internet everyone can have the floor. Thus there is good reason to expect that the municipal elections this coming fall will mean a new breakthrough for Internet-based communication in local communities in Denmark.

This not only applies to politics, but to all human affairs: everything we otherwise talk about, including a good bit of gossip. But even gossip and chat may be worth to archive, for instance seen as a new source material to the study of daily life, or as a unique source material to study the emerging new forms of ordinary language, in which for instance the properties of speech and writing are blended in new ways.

We can therefore conclude that the Internet is already the medium providing the most comprehensive and versatile articulation of human existence in modern societies.

Therefore it is no exaggeration to regard the Internet a unique part of the cultural heritage of contemporary societies. At the same time, the Internet carries some of the most important sources of understanding of contemporary life. 

While the Internet’s importance as communicative medium and as knowledge archive thus increases almost daily, much of the material placed on the net vanishes with disturbing speed. Studies say that 40% of the material on the net is gone after one year, and another 40% has been altered. Thus only 20% of the material remains. Other studies say that the average lifetime of a web page is 44 days (Lyman, How Much…)  or 3-4 months (Mannerheim, The WWW- and our digital heritage). If the history of our times is to be written, we will rapidly find ourselves lacking significant source material.

In some respects, this is already the case. Important parts of the source material that can document the genesis of the net and its development from the 1960s until the present has already disappeared. When the history of the social breakthrough of the internet in the early 1990s is written, it must be done without a major part of the original source material. The same when the history of net trade and the breaking through of web companies in the middle of the 90s is to be written - and for their breaking downs at the dawn of the new millennium as well. A major part of the source material must be considered lost. Other portions will be lost in the coming years, unless collecting is put into effect; still other portions will only exist in a more or less random, non-registered and inaccessible form in the archives of institutions, organisations and companies. The material which may have survived is a random sample, to be found in random places, inaccessible to the public, and possibly in a form which is no longer accessible because the hardware and software needed to read it can no longer be found.

The list of lost material could continue, with examples from all the various activities that have taken place on the net up through the 1990s – in Denmark.

For the situation in this area is less favourable in Denmark than in the countries we usually compare ourselves with. In Canada, archiving efforts were begun in 1994, in the US in 1996, in Sweden in 1996, and in Finland in 1997.

Some initiatives in this direction have also been taken in Denmark. When the law on copyright deposit was revised in 1997, copyright deposit of internet materials assumed to be stable was introduced, i.e. works that can be regarded as complete, independent entities. Since 1997, the Royal Library has also taken part in a joint Scandinavian effort, Nordic Web Archive, where work is taking place on the development of software to allow users access to archived internet material.

However, in Denmark no initiative has yet been taken to construct an Internet archive which also stores the dynamic, variable parts, i.e., all the net materials that either do not have the character of a finished work, or are under continuous editing, updating, and sorting. These dynamic, variable net materials – i.e., all the new material characteristic of the internet in contrast to other media – are estimated to compose by far the greatest portion of material on the open net. (P. Lyman et al. How much information). Also missing are all materials of popular culture.

It is thus high time that an initiative is taken to build up an archive allowing posterity to reconstruct the emergence of the Internet and its later developmental history as well as all the many sociological and cultural activities that unfold on the net.

Many today claim that we are on the way to a new information-and network society. If this society also wants to be a modern, civilised society capable of writing its own history, it must take care to archive the source-material that will make it possible.

2. What type of material?

Basically, the idea of archiving must be that, as far as possible, everything should be archived.

Let me repreat the main arguments: Firstly, because posterity is usually interested in many other things than what any one age found interesting about itself.  Things that may seem banal to us can be central to posterity. Secondly, contemporaries will always have a tendency to censure history according to the morals and values of the times. Posterity is not interested in this. Thirdly, it is important to archive material in as un-edited and un-curtailed a form as possible, because it must be usable as a source for every imaginable type of future research purpose, just as any citizen naturally can have a special interest in archived materials. Many of our grandchildren’s children will doubtless be interested in great-grandmother’s and great-grandfather’s first personal web pages. 

Collecting everything is impossible; but it is possible a great part of the way. And it is even cheaper to aim at everything in a mechanical collecting process, with indexing, sorting and working up taking place afterwards, instead of the other way around.

The current Danish copyright deposit law lists a number of materials that for some reason or other are exempt from the law. This is the case for much software which is not an integrated part of published materials, and it is also the case for other materials and works under continual updating and editing. The remarks to the copyright deposit law of 1997 say of a part of this material (periodically updated databases) that an important – and increasing – portion is of great documentary value, and that “ an important source material (is) in danger of vanishing. It is therefore important to find a form under which such databases can also be encompassed by copyright deposit” (translated from danish). However, the conclusion is that it is too early to lay down rules for this type of copyright deposit.

If anything, it is now too late.

Therefore, there is good reason to look more closely at what materials are not protected by the present law. Since the Internet is a dynamic, interactive medium, where new genres and forms of publication are constantly being developed, it is impossible to give a general, exhaustive description. Instead, a number of examples are given of types of material of considerable value for the public and for scholarly purposes, and which comprise a unique segment of our time’s contribution to our cultural heritage. In most cases these are also materials not found in other media.

1) News on the net.
The Internet represents a pronounced renewal of the news-media’s structure and the spread of news in society. It is not only an important source of news for journalists in other media, it is also a medium that shapes entirely new streams of information, in that anyone with a web page can supply and mediate news. At the same time, the internet offers the individual citizen more comprehensive opportunities to choose news sources, (e.g.national news from one source, local news from another) just as net-based news services can be linked to new forms of interaction and communication between suppliers and private citizens and between individuals.

2) Private and public concerns and institutions’ web pages – including Parliament , ministries, counties and municipalities.
As good as all institutions and companies in Denmark have now established themselves on the net. The government places high priority on the development and quality-control of public institutions’ web-pages, but these web-pages and the communication with citizens and between authorities that may take place on them are not covered by the present rules on archiving. For instance, it would thus be impossible to investigate to what extent and in what forms the state, counties and other public institutions have actually used web pages in communicating with citizens. This also applies to private businesses and institutions, including the entire new area of enterprise designated “e-business” or web-trade.

3) Net portals

As well as existing businesses and institutions, many commercial and non-commercial activities of great importance to society also take place on the Internet. This is the case, e.g., for the general portals and search engines (Jubii, Yahoo Denmark, Ofir, Opasia, Kvasir, Thor, etc.) and portals for specific subjects, such as the danish Net Doctor, which have both lexical and interactive dimensions.

4) Private web pages and privately run, special interest-oriented web pages.
Personal web pages (socalled “home pages” which are really the opposite since they are public) have quickly become astonishingly widespread. They already comprise a new cultural, very popular, form of expression – a new way to appear and present oneself in public. They thus comprise an incredibly rich research material for cultural and historical studies and for everyone who may be interested. There is probably no counterpart to this material in the printed media, but it is definitely part of the cultural heritage of our age.

The same applies to privately run web pages and the many news groups (Usenet groups, i.e. open discussion forums for anything under the sun), that exist on the net, whether fan clubs, nazi groups, women’s forums, youth forums, chess pages, etc. It is especially important to emphasise the special-interest groups that only exist via the Internet, or have changed character or importance on the strength of the new medium. It has thus been claimed that the 90s’ international upswing in european radical-right movements has taken place via the Internet. The importance of the net may be even more decisive for the formation of new, more international, NGO-movements like “ATTAC”. If this is the case, it will only be possible to study these process if the material published on the net is archived.

5) Chat forums

Chat forums, where one can carry on a fast, written, on-line dialogue with others, compose one of the internets unique interactive genres, of definitive importance for the broad popular interest in the internet, not least in younger segments of the population. Such forums are often built in as attractions on web pages with other main purposes. This is the case, e.g., on several web pages that offer users access to stock markets and participation in stock-market discussion forums; it is the case for many major media on the net (DR, TV2, newspapers); and it is also a genre often used in connection with current events and activities as well as entertainment.

No doubt there is much gossip and chat in these forums, that’s why they are there, but if they do not provide us with eternal truth, they do provide us rich with information on  dayly life, daily life values, habits, expectations and also of daily language, and many language developments.

6) Genre-development on the net
When new media are introduced, it is always a starting point for a following, lengthy genre renewal, which makes itself felt both in the new medium and in older media. Studies of genres and the development of genres play a central role in all text-and media research. Since the Internet is an open medium, this genre development and development of new forms of use can take place anywhere on the net. Therefore, there is a need for the broadest possible archiving strategy, and for a continual archival surveillance of the activities taking place on the net, with a view to possible implementation of supplementary selective archiving.

7) Individually adapted pages and user-generated pages.
A continuously increasing number of internet suppliers allow visitors to adapt their start pages in order to quickly access preferred services, perhaps adding more or less personal information and preferences, which the system can then incorporate and utilize to refine the individual adaptation.

This is a type of functionality which is almost an archetypical example of the network society’s flexible, tailored, individually adjusted relations between humans and machines. It is thus also material on the borderline of what must be regarded as private, and what can be regarded as public. Therefore, there are also limits to what can be archived, but the actual functionality (and exemplary material illustrating how it can be used over time) must, on the contrary, be regarded as highly central for historical and cultural studies, and thus requiring archiving.

Besides these, there are many other forms of user-generated pages on the Internet, and there is reason to expect that there will be a considerable development in the volume and type of user-generated material. There may not be any question of complete archiving in this area. It is hardly possible, nor is it especially important to archive all enquiries that combine information from one or more databases. But there is a need to have paradigmatic material, and to follow the development of types of user-generated materials. Therefore there is also a need for continual surveillance in this area, with a view to considering when archiving strategies are to be initiated, and how it can be done without overstepping the ordinary limits of what is considered private and personal. (Cf. also pt.6 and 8).

8) Continuously updated databases
Just like news pages, many underlying databases where users can find - select and combine – material, are often updated and revised with some degree of regularity and frequency. Therefore, a frequency-reactive collection of such materials should be established.

9) The Internet’s link-structure
The Internet is characterised by the fact that individual “works” are always linked to other works/parts of works. These links comprise a central element in the functionality of the Internet. The link structures (which are subject to constant development and change) are an indispensable study material if one wishes to understand how Internet communication takes place and develops in the course of time. There is thus a need to archive materials that make it possible to reconstruct this dynamics, which primarily unfolds between (and to a degree apart from) the works included in copyright deposit as it is today. If we say that the current law focuses on individual works (texts), then the Internet as medium is especially characterised by what are called hypertextual superstructures. We must archive not only the works – “the text” – but also the “hypertext”.

10) Music/sound/pictures on the net
Even though text is still the most economical source of information (just compared the amount of bits) and therefore most important form of expression on the net, both sound and pictures (not least audio-video streaming) play an increasing role in net-based communication. A comparable, comprehensive genre-development can be expected (whether radio/TV-like or not), and special concern should be paid to the archiving of these materials.

11) Digital art and special events on the net

Like any other new medium, the Internet is also the home of artistic activities that often explore the limits of the medium’s possibilities. Web-art can therefore not only be interesting because of its artistic qualities, but also for the illumination of – the development of – the communicative potentials of the Internet in general. Therefore, an archiving strategy should be established that could also be sensitive to art works and experiments with interactivity and web-page design. A similar point can be made with regard to various sorts of circumstantial or special events on the net. As an example from the entertainment world, I might mention the European Song Contest, held in Denmark in the spring 2001, arranged by Denmarks Broadcast Corporation, with intensive use of the Internet. As another example one could mention netactivities related to political elections and referendums. 

Concerning web art it could be added that if it is a question of static art works on the net, the main problem is not archival. They must in any case be copyright deposited according to current law (which, however, should be more effectively administered). The vital question with regard to static web art is its position in relation to art institutions in general, and that again is connected to how the Internet interrelates with other parts of the public. The archival aspect, on the other hand, is more complicated when we look at dynamic works and artistic events, where the time-factor is critical, just as, I suppose, we must consider whether or not to archive works not envisioned as permanent by the artist. But apart from the static works, which are covered by current law, archiving should take place by means of – mainly mechanical – collection. Probably we should distinguish between the archival function (we save everything), and the museal exhibition function (we display some parts of it in different contexts). This last function can be taken care of by many actors, and they need not be subject to considerations of the whole. The first, on the other hand, should be taken care of based on a general archiving strategy. There will however, be a number of unclear borderline cases of dynamic works where continual archiving in real time is required. In such cases I would, as actor, confer with the National Archives. Another special problem in that context is works where the internet-segment enters into a localised installation-art/work correlation. This again must be solved by specific interventions from the institutions where the localisation takes place.
12) Program software

The current law has exempted program software as a general rule. This exception should be replaced by an archiving strategy built on copyright depositing with secure sealing for a period – which may not necessarily be more than 10 years. Very little software still has market value/secrecy value after 10 years. On the other hand, program software is one of the most central, characteristic types of technology being shaped in our time, and archiving is therefore decisive for future research in the history of technology. It can be noted that a doctoral degreee on the subject of software development in SAS from the 1950s to the present was conferred in 2000 at the University of Aarhus, which goes to show that this is an area of considerable interest to scholars.

3. Internet archiving a national task – why?

The Internet is international. Why then a Danish archiving strategy, and what should be included?

It is correct that the Internet is a global communication network and archive, and that archiving therefore in principle could just as well be carried out at an international level. It seems apparent, however, that individual countries are implementing their own national strategies, if the task is not left to private initiative, which involves a risk of the commercialising of both collection strategies and accessibility. At the same time, practical considerations mean that there must be a continual evaluation and selection of materials to be archived, including frequency; just as continual processing and conditions of accessibility must be considered. If we are to ensure sufficient priority for Danish Internet materials, it can only occur by making this a national task.

Firstly, this should include all material on the .dk domain. Additionally, there is a considerable amount of Danish material on foreign domains, especially American, (.com, .org, .net, and others). This is the case, e.g., for most larger Danish companies, with material on the .com domain, as well as many Danish personal web pages.

A third main area of effort is – in continuation of classic archiving strategies – to collect material on Denmark and Danish affairs from other domains.
4. How?

The new aspects of the Internet are the dynamic characteristics, the interactivity, the hyper​textuality and the linking between individual user and joint archives. These dynamic traits are at the same time the most interesting, and we should ensure that as much as possible of these aspects are archived.

However, in archiving materials published on the Internet we face a number of difficulties, based on just these special dynamic characteristics.

Some of these difficulties are technological – how the various kinds of material can be collected and treated so that they are accessible to researchers and other interested citizens – some have to do with copy rights questions, and finally, there are a number of archival questions that have to do with the content of the material published and the ways in which this material is used. Here I have laid weight on this last point, which, taking the public good, as well as a historic-archival perspective, into consideration, must be regarded as the overriding consideration.

From this point of view, we can lay down four principles for archiving, which together can enter into the shaping of a general - though selective - strategy:

1) The law on copyright deposit can be expanded to include include all the exceptions mentioned in the present law – databases, software, etc. This would still only include the lesser part of the net.

2) So-called snapshot archiving of all Internet material (www, Usenet groups, etc.), which is publicly accessible on Danish servers, along with Danish material on foreign servers and material on Denmark and Danish affairs on foreign servers could be carried out very frequently. This could, for instance be a quarterly copying of the entire .dk domain, as well as any other Dk-related materials that might be subject to registration at that point in time. Snapshots would give a much broader picture of the net than just collecting static material (works), but snapshots also only provide a static picture, and much important material would be lacking. What for instance if there was a referendum on EU taking place between two snapshots?

3) The third component must therefore be a – selective – content-sensitive and time-responsive archiving of paradigmatic examples of dynamic material, based on a broad, representative section of types of material and genres: distinction of types can take place on two levels: with respect to how the Internet is used (chat, public mail, info-system pages, e-trade pages, dynamic knowledge archives, portals, etc.) as well as with respect to who is responsible for the pages: (private individuals, leisure-interest groups, companies, institutions, authorities, etc.). The content-sensitive archiving can be fine-tuned right down to individual courses of events, interactive works, other sorts of usergenerated pages, special and unique events. This should be based on a continual observation of activity on the net. To this end there is a need for a committee following the development of netactivities and considering whether new netactivities should be included in the archiving strategy. We would suggest that scholars and other users of the archive (museums, educational institutions etc.) are represented in such a committee. This third component is crucial and but also complicated. The Danish Prime Minister has claimed that Denmark should be number one in IT. Here is a case where one actually could go for it.

4) Collection and archiving of private and of older electronic material. If an active policy is implemented, it will presumably still be possible to save materials that can document – parts of – the Internet’s Danish genesis. In addition, an active collection of private material from companies, institutions and individuals should be established. In the case of companies, consideration could be given to offering contract-based archiving (with a fixed sealing-period) of the company’s electronic data. Personal, private, material (e-mails, etc.) should be collected/received in line with libraries’ collection of manuscripts, handwriting, correspondence, etc.

A minimalist strategy is the present copyright deposit combined with snapshot archiving. This, however, leaves such large gaps that it must be regarded as an preliminary solution, which can limit our losses until a more comprehensive strategy can be implemented. Expanded copyright deposit and snapshot alone (without time-response) preserves our archiving of the Internet in static terms and we get no benefit of the central dynamic characteristics that not only are important in a future cultural-heritage perspective, but also in present research perspective: it is just these dynamic traits that are the focus of research.

If we rule out copyright deposit of all material, the solution should be an expanded copyright deposit, supplemented with snapshots and an expanded content-sensitive archiving. This would a selective strategy based on three different principles of selection.

Finally, there is also good reason to point to the need to ensure continued access to the collected material, which will require regular maintenance and re-processing of contents as well as computer programs and hardware.

5. Closing remarks

My previous remarks lead up to a most comprehensive and resource-taxing archiving strategy. The overriding point of view has been to follow the classic principle of archiving everything, because it is not the province of the present to determine what the future will find interesting. Experience confirms that there are often very great differences in what the present finds interesting and what posterity finds interesting in the period in question. So any selection is a form of censorship. When I nevertheless have contemplated a more selective archiving strategy, it is mainly because it is necessary to consider questions of technology and available resources. The selections used as a basis must therefore regularly be evaluated and revised. 

In spite of these considerations, we are still speaking of a most comprehensive archiving strategy, which in some respects differs from traditional archive-and library tasks. Thus on the internet there is no clear distinction between what is a work, which is usually archived, and what is interactive communication, which has earlier rarely been archived. When I plead for the inclusion of a considerable part of the interactive communication, it is not simply because it actually exists in the same textually committed form as works, - as sequences of bits. The main reason is that this interactive communication comprises precisely some of the most characteristic and often quite unique material for understanding our times.

The Internet is on its way to becoming a pillar of the common memory of society. The backbone in our communicational infrastructure. Posterity would look back on us with wondering eyes, if we denied them the opportunity to gain access to this material and allowing them to know about it.
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