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ABSTRACT 

In this presentation, we discuss the research opportunities for historical studies of apps and 

platforms by focusing on their distinctive characteristics and material traces. We demonstrate the 

value and explore the utility and breadth of web archives and software repositories for building 

corpora of archived platform and app sources. Platforms and apps notoriously resist archiving due 

to their ephemerality and continuous updates. As a result of rapid release cycles that enable 

developers to develop and deploy their code very quickly, large web platforms such as Facebook 

and YouTube change continuously, overwriting their material presence with each new 

deployment. Similarly, the pace of mobile app development and deployment is only growing, with 

each new software update overwriting the previous version. As a consequence, their histories are 

being overwritten with each update, rather than written and preserved. In this presentation, we 

consider how one might write the histories of these new digital objects, despite such challenges.  

When thinking of how platforms and apps are archived today, we contend that we need to consider 

their specific materiality. With the term materiality, we refer to the material form of those digital 

objects themselves as well as the material circumstances of those objects that leave material traces 

behind, including developer resources and reference documentation, business tools and product 

pages, and help and support pages. We understand these contextual materials as important primary 

sources through which digital objects such as platforms and apps write their own histories with 

web archives and software repositories.  

We present a method to assess the availability of these archived web materials for social media 

platforms and apps across the leading web archives and app repositories. Additionally, we conduct 

a comparative source set availability analysis to establish how, and how well, various source sets 
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are represented across web archives. Our preliminary results indicate that despite the challenges 

of social media and app archiving, many material traces of platforms and apps are in fact well 

preserved. The method is not just useful for building corpora of historical platform or app sources 

but also potentially valuable for determining significant omissions in web archives and for guiding 

future archiving practices. We showcase how researchers can use web archives and repositories to 

reconstruct platform and app histories, and narrate the drama of changes, updates, and versions. 

Biographies: 

Anne Helmond is an assistant professor of New Media and Digital Culture at the University of 

Amsterdam. Her research interests include software studies, platform studies, app studies, digital 

methods, and web history. 

Fernando van der Vlist is a PhD candidate at Utrecht University and a research associate with the 

Collaborative Research Centre “Media of Cooperation” at the University of Siegen. His research 

interests include software studies, digital methods, social media and platform studies, app 

studies, and critical data studies. 


