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I. Introduction: The archived materiality of platforms and apps
II. Methods for assessing the source availability of platform and app materials

III. Conclusion: Writing the histories of platforms and apps

Overview



The archived materiality of platforms and apps

● From websites to platforms and apps
○ The website as main unit of historical analysis (Brügger, 2012; 2018)

● The material traces of platforms and apps 
● A dual materiality (Helmond and Van der Vlist, 2019; 2021)

○ 1) The material form of digital objects
○ 2) The material circumstances of their production and use (Ankerson, 2012; 

Fuller, 2008; Gillespie, 2003; Kirschenbaum, 2003)



The material traces of software

“Software is the product of white papers, engineering specs, marketing reports, 
conversations and collaborations, intuitive insights and professionalized expertise, 
venture capital (in other words, money), late nights (in other words, labor), Mountain 
Dew, and espresso. These are material circumstances that leave material traces - in 
corporate archives, in email folders, on whiteboards and legal pads, in countless 
iterations of alpha versions and beta versions and patches and upgrades, in focus 
groups and user communities, in expense accounts, in licensing agreements, in stock 
options and IPOs, in carpal tunnel surgeries, and in the [former] Bay Area real estate 
market (to name just a few)” (Kirschenbaum, 2003).



Material traces for storytelling

● The material traces may ‘tell stories’ about the evolving production, preferred 
usage and embedded politics of software objects (Gillespie, 2003)

● Web/platform/app historiography through the lens of software studies (Ankerson, 
2009).



Platforms and apps

● Ephemeral digital objects;
● Continuous updates (cf. Acker and Beaton, 2016);
● Where and how are they archived?



Platforms in web archives

https://twitter.com/ 
http://business.twitter.com/ 

https://twitter.com/
http://business.twitter.com/


Types of social media resources and histories

From: Helmond and Van der Vlist (2019), “Social Media and Platform 
Historiography: Challenges and Opportunities,” TMG – Journal for Media History.



App archiving challenges

● Mobile phones and app stores overwrite older app versions with each update
● Where are apps archived?

○ Apps ≠ web (are they the focus of web archives?)

From: Helmond and Van der Vlist (2021), “Platform and app histories: Assessing source availability in web archives and app repositories,” The Past Web.



App repositories
● Software repositories are non-institutional 

storage locations.
● Not designed for permanent preservation 

(Allix, Bissyandé, Klein, & Le Traon, 2016). 
● Repositories ≠ archives (cf. Brügger, 2018)

From: Helmond and Van der Vlist (2021), “Platform and app histories: Assessing source availability in web archives and app repositories,” The Past Web.



App metadata in app stores
● App stores archived by web archives
● Snapshots of individual app details pages
● Details: app’s title, developer, bundle 

version, screenshots, description, requested 
app permissions, download statistics, 
reviews, ratings, and more (see Dieter et al., 
2019). 

From: Helmond and Van der Vlist (2021), “Platform and app histories: Assessing source availability in web archives and app repositories,” The Past Web.



Assessing the availability of platform and app sources
● Top-20 most popular social media platform 

(Statista, 2019)

● Create inventory of their most prominent 
‘sides’ and URL lists of principal materials:
○ e.g. twitter.com, developer.twitter.com, 

business.twitter.com, marketing.twitter.com, 
investor.twitterinc.com

● Top-10 mobile apps for Android and iOS 
combined (App Annie, 2019)

● Create list of URLs pointing to the app store 
details pages/app repositories for each app.
○ Google Play: 

https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?i
d={bundle_id}

○ App Store: 
https://itunes.apple.com/app/{bundle_id} 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/{bundle_id} 
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/appname/{
bundle_id}.

From: Helmond and Van der Vlist (2021), “Platform and app histories: Assessing source availability in web archives and app repositories,” The Past Web.

https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=%7Bbundle_id
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=%7Bbundle_id
https://itunes.apple.com/app/%7Bbundle_id
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/%7Bbundle_id
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/appname/%7Bbundle_id
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/appname/%7Bbundle_id


Assessing availability: Memento & Memgator
● Retrieve availability of social media 

platform URLs and app detail pages URLs in 
20+ web archives. 

● Tool: Memento Time Travel API via 
Memgator (Alam & Nelson, 2016). 

(Van de Sompel et al., 2009)

From: Helmond and Van der Vlist (2021), “Platform and app histories: Assessing source availability in web archives and app repositories,” The Past Web. 
Helmond and Van der Vlist (2019), “Social Media and Platform Historiography: Challenges and Opportunities,” TMG – Journal for Media History.



Assessing source availability in web archives

Three key dimensions:

1. the volume of availability – the total number of Mementos held
2. the depth of availability – the number of days, months, or years between the first 

and last Mementos
3. the breadth of availability – the number of archives holding Mementos

From: Helmond and Van der Vlist (2021), “Platform and app histories: Assessing source availability in web archives and app repositories,” The Past Web. 
Helmond and Van der Vlist (2019), “Social Media and Platform Historiography: Challenges and Opportunities,” TMG – Journal for Media History.



Assessing source availability in web archives

From: Helmond and Van der Vlist (2019), “Social Media and Platform 
Historiography: Challenges and Opportunities,” TMG – Journal for Media History.



Assessing source availability in web archives

App Store (iOS)

Source availability in web archives (no. of Mementos held)
10 most popular apps worldwide as of 2018

Google Play (Android)



Table 1. Availability of archived web sources for top 10 Android and iOS apps across web archives (accumulated). In: Helmond and Van der 
Vlist (2021), “Platform and app histories: Assessing source availability in web archives and app repositories,” The Past Web.

app title Android (Google Play) iOS (App Store)

volume depth breadth rank volume depth breadth rank

Facebook 8,198 2,637 8 3 390 3,389 6 4

WhatsApp 
Messenger

4,092 2,600 7 4 548 3,395 6 2

Facebook 
Messenger

85,222 2,638 10 1 99,581 2,708 9 1

WeChat 442 2,557 5 5 120 3,019 4 5

Instagram 13,215 2,611 11 2 447 3,153 6 3

QQ 38 2,551 1 8 16 2,547 1 8

Alipay 26 2,188 1 9 26 800 1 6

Taobao 31 2,147 2 7 50 3,168 1 7

WiFi Master Key 31 1,890 3 6 0 0 0 n/a

Baidu 24 2,196 1 10 0 0 0 n/a



Mapping (Secure) Messaging App Ecologies (2016) -  Helmond, Van der Vlist, Weltevrede, Ossevoort, Randy, de Gaetano.



Table 2. Availability of top-10 Android apps across app repositories (accumulated). In: Helmond and Van der Vlist (2021), “Platform and app 
histories: Assessing source availability in web archives and app repositories,” The Past Web.

app title Android

volume depth breadth rank

Facebook 4,585 2,584 9 2

WhatsApp Messenger 4,268 2,585 10 1

Facebook Messenger 2,765 2,609 10 4

WeChat 315 2,364 10 6

Instagram 3,271 2,600 10 3

QQ 229 2,187 9 9

Alipay 193 1,362 8 7

Taobao 258 1,844 7 8

WiFi Master Key 623 1,401 8 5

Baidu 166 2,242 5 10



Simultaneous erasure and history writing

“That is, the routine overwriting of digital objects and their data through continuous 
incremental software updates constitutes both a core problem as well as a source of 
research opportunities for historians – at least, as long as those changes are 
documented by these digital objects themselves or preserved by web archives.” 
(Helmond and Van der Vlist, 2021)



Writing software biographies

● Material erasure as a ‘native’ mode of software history-writing (Helmond and Van der 
Vlist, 2021). 

● Writing platform and app ‘biographies’ with archived web sources: ‘software 
biography’, ‘website biography’, and ‘platform biography’ (cf. Brügger, 2015; Bory & 
Natale, 2017; Burgess & Baym, 2018/2020; Helmond, Nieborg, and Van der Vlist, 2019; Helmond 

and Van der Vlist, 2021, Rogers, 2017; Williams & Pollock, 2008).

● Platform and app biographies are co-written by these digital objects and by web 
archives (Helmond and Van der Vlist, 2021). 
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