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In Archive Fever, Jacques Derrida announces that 'the question of a politics of the archive' is a 'permanent orientation' of his text. 'There is no political power without control of the archive, if not of memory. Effective democratization can always be measured by this essential criterion: the participation in and the access to the archive, its constitution, and its interpretation.' (Derrida, 1998, p.4). Furthermore, he claims that Internet technologies possess the potential for a seismic change in the political character of the archive:

'Electronic mail today... is on the way to transforming the entire public and private space of humanity, and first of all the limit between the private, the secret (private or public), and the public or the phenomenal. It is not only a technique in the limited sense of the term: at an unprecedented rhythm, in quasi-instantaneous fashion, this instrumental possibility of production, of printing, of conservation, and of destruction of the archive must inevitably be accompanied by juridical and thus political transformations.' (Derrida, 1998, p.17)

Despite the strength of these claims, Derrida provides little substantial elaboration. It is rather as if these claims are left in ellipsis, inviting the reader to provide an expansion of this idea...

Both this essay and the Black and White and Read All Over Web project aim to provide some form of elaboration. That the archive is a profoundly political phenomenon is evident from the subject matter: the representation of contemporary asylum seekers by the UK popular press, in comparison to its earlier depiction of Jewish refugees, particularly during the 1930s. This comparison ably demonstrates the importance of archivisation, as the contemporary discussion of asylum seekers contains implicit assumptions of history. While asylum seekers are largely vilified as 'illegitimate' and 'conmen', or depersonalised into 'hordes', 'mobs' and a 'tide of humanity' Britain is often assumed to be abused through an historical tolerance that allows refugees to 'cash in on state benefits' (The Sun, 2002). This tradition of tolerance is deeply questionable, however. The press portrayal of Jewish refugees during the 1930s bore many similarities to the contemporary depiction of asylum seekers. Yet, short of holocaust denial, few would seek to argue that those Jewish refugees did not have valid reasons for seeking asylum. Reporting on how the Refugee Council makes this comparison in its public awareness work, Anne Karpf notes that, 'most people... assume that Jewish refugees were welcomed, at least in the 1930s, with a tolerance that has traditionally been seen as a beacon of Britishness. They're shocked to discover that rabid intolerance -- among both press and government -- has a strong British pedigree' (Karpf, 2002).

The shock evident here is indicative of the power of the archive. As London notes, 'the tendency to focus almost exclusively on the welcome which Britain gave to Jewish refugees still helps to propagate a number of myths: that refugee policy was more humane than it actually was; that Britain put no limits on aid to persecuted Jews; or even that Britain has never turned its back on genuine refugees' (London, 2000, p.273). Of course this hidden history does survive, but only within the space of an archive. It takes an active and interested historian to uncover them; an historian who must apply a significant amount of time, travel and will to acquire them. 

Yet it is clear that if this archival space could be somehow democratised, in terms of both accessibility and instantaneity, then it would have considerable political impact. The anti-alien continuities of the press acquire a darker resonance when considered against a wider historical backdrop. The demand to remove more 'illegal immigrants' (Daily Star, 2002) does not seem quite so pressing, when considering the ways in which 'stateless Jews' (Daily Mail, 1938) were deported to probable genocide in 1938.

But how could such an accessible and instantaneous space exist? In essence, such a democratised archive is as utopian and improbable as the notion of a 'pure democracy'. I will also later argue that it may not even be such a utopian idea in any case. But I believe that Internet technologies, particularly the archival characteristics of the World Wide Web, have the potential to erode this selective political amnesia. The example used in Black and White and Read All Over is hypothetical and represents more of a dramatisation than a demonstration of this point. While some newspapers such as The Guardian have archived their editions on the Web since the mid-1990s, many have not. Moreover, there is little reason to suppose that, say, the Daily Mail article of 1900 will ever appear on the Web other than in the form of fragmentary quotations. However, it does not seem fantastical to suppose that there may be a time when a reader of 2102 can look back at a newspaper edition of 2002, from within the space of the same screen. While it may be over-ambitious to speculate on the 'political transformations' that may arise in such a situation, we can at least consider the ways in which Internet technologies constitute and create a significantly new form of archival space.

Archival Space

It is useful to consider what we understand archives to be. The standard OED definition of the word archive is: 'a place in which the public records or important historic documents are kept' (OED). For Derrida, 'the meaning of "archive", its only meaning, comes to it from the Greek arkheion: initially a house, a domicile, an address, the residence of the superior magistrates, the archons, those who commanded' (Derrida, 1998, p.2). 

From these two sources we can see that the archive is a deeply politicised space. For Derrida it is not simply political through its effects, but in its very construction: 'the documents... are only kept and classified under the title of the archive by virtue of a privileged topology.' This requires an 'archontic power, which... gathers the functions of unification, of identification, of classification... [and] the power of consignation.' (Derrida, 1999, p.3). Even the OED definition defers the political character of archival space. Who decides which records are 'public' and when? Who decides what documents are 'important' and 'historic'? Such questions are inevitably political and inherent to the construction of the archive. 

But if we accept that the archive is a politically defined space we must also consider what form of space it is. Both Derrida's etymology and the OED definition locate the archive in physical space. In the digital age, however, physical space holds less of a primacy on our consciousness. Much of our daily lives involve transactions, exchanges and communication through electronic media which we conceive in spatial terms, even though we do not witness their passage or presence in physical space. The average email consists of electronic data which is encoded and decoded into visual representations, yet most of us still consider it a 'document', even if it is never printed and produced as a material object. Moreover, unless that email is deleted (or wiped by error) from the sender's outbox and the recipient's inbox that mail becomes archived. Similarly, searching for information on the Web is analogous to searching for information in a physical archive. The user locates a document, obtains information, and leaves the document in its original place. 

Clearly, this notion of the Internet as a repository of information demands that it be regarded as a spatial phenomenon. Indeed, there are a huge number of cyberspace theorists who proceed from this very notion. Yet while this concept has considerable intuitive appeal, the topology and dimensions of this space are deeply counter-intuitive. The Internet may be a space through which we can meet (chat rooms), communicate (email), acquire information (the Web) and even create a homestead (Geocities), but it does not conform to the dynamics of three dimensional physical space. It is a space without interior distance

Of course it is precisely this lack of distance that many theorists have argued to be the Internet's greatest boon to humanity. It is also this lack of distance that has lead some to fear its abusive power. But how does this absence affect the Internet's archival properties?

This lack of distance should not be taken to imply a lack of mediation. The medium is still present, if not detached. Rather, I would argue that it creates new forms of mediation. More specifically, texts can become mediated by the texts that surround them.

In a Barthesian sense, a text should never be considered as a static object: 'the Text is experienced only in an activity of production. It follows that the Text cannot stop (for example on a library shelf); its constitutive movement is that of cutting across (in particular, it can cut across the work, several works)' (Barthes, 1977, p. 157). Indeed, it is only the reader who can assemble the text as an experiential object:

'A text is made up of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader... a text's unity lies not in its origin but in its destination' (Barthes, 1977, p.148).

Even if we reject this notion of the individual text as an intertextual construct, it is difficult to dispute that the impressions we gain from texts are frequently intertextual. In many cases, we actively seek to do this. If a person decides to buy a new car for instance, she may well gain information from a number of sources: friends' advice, magazine articles and reviews, Internet sites, even a test drive (arguably an experiential text). From this she will gain an impression of the worth of the car, and one that could probably not be easily disassembled into its constituent elements. In the space of the reader's mind, texts can be compacted and their boundaries blurred, creating perhaps, what we may regard as new, amorphous texts.

I would argue that this process need hardly be an act of wilful creation on the part of the reader. Indeed, if texts are first consumed in a compressed environment, the rapidity and substitutability of those texts increasingly blurs the divisions between discrete objects. Archives, by virtue of their unifying function, abet this. While it may be common archival practice to seek to retain some element of the original context of a collection, the process of 'archive fever' for Derrida transforms it into an object unique to archival space:

'...right on that which permits and conditions archivization, we will never find anything other than that which exposes to destruction, and in truth menaces with destruction, introducing, a priori, forgetfulness and the archiviolithic into the heart of the monument. Into the "by heart" itself. The archive always works, and a priori, against itself' (Derrida, 1998, p.12).

Not only are disparate documents gathered together within a compressed physical space, they are also gathered within a distinct conceptual space. For the purposes of the user of the archive, this is no bad thing. The user, most likely a historical researcher of some sort, is usually looking to form new narratives from the documentary material she finds. Such narratives intrinsically require new formulations and arrangements of these texts. Whether we regard the texts as recreated through the consumption of the reader, or inherently intertextual according to the Barthesian view, the propinquity of the objects in archival space mobilises this process. A reader confronted with the newspaper articles featured in Black and White and Read All Over would find it hard not to observe the uncomfortable historical parallels. Moreover, the dialogues, parodies and contestations of the Barthesian text are brought more clearly to the fore.

The topology of cyberspace, a space in which every point is adjacent to every other, accentuates this process. Virtually all Web documents can be accessed by the simple process of typing an address into an Internet browser. Providing they are both present on the Web, and no impediments to access have been wilfully erected, there is no technical reason why a BBC news page of 2003 should be any less accessible than a transcript of a BBC radio broadcast from 1933. Furthermore, if both documents can be viewed within seconds of each other within the fixed representational space of the screen, who would suppose that those texts would not, in some sense, slip into one another? 

Moreover, the information glut that exists on the Web has encouraged patterns of consumption which render documents almost fluid. As James Gleick observes:

'The American company that promoted the Internet hardest in its early days, Sun Microsystems, conducted research in 1997 into how people read on the Web and concluded simply, "They don't." They scan, sampling words and phrases. Why? In part because any one page, on which the fluttering user happens to have lighted momentarily, competes for attention with millions more' (Gleick, 2000).

These features of accessibility and instantaneity, embodied both in technical speed and user demand, suggest that the textual object in cyberspace is considerably less obdurate than its material counterpart. But in considering the notion of the Internet as an archive, we need also to consider the question of archontic power. Who are the new archons of cyberspace?

New Media, New Archons

It may be tempting to think of the Web as an archive without an archivist.  Where could an authoritarian figure, who combines Derrida's powers of unification, identification, classification and consignation, site herself within the open and decentralised architecture of the Internet?

Even without such a figure, archontic power still exists, even if in dispersible form. While the power of consignation resides with the webmasters and hosts of the Internet, a mere presence on the Web does not guarantee accessibility. A Website may be just an address away, but the user still needs to know the address. Users therefore turn to search engines such as Yahoo and Lycos. These clearly exert forms of archontic power. They unify sites into one portal, identify them according to a description, and classify according to varying taxonomical systems.

Many search engines are also keenly aware of their responsibilities as archons of the Internet. In addition to archiving featured sites so that they may be accessed even when they have been removed from the original server, Google owns and indexes the Usenet archive and has recently bought Pyra Studios, the creators of Blogger.  While its rapid ascent in popularity may be due to the speed and accuracy of its search results, the company seems to believe that it can cement its market leadership through offering permanence and stability. 

Does this mean that Google and its competitors are the new archons? Or should we look beyond the institutions and consider the mechanisms by which this archontic power is applied? For while different search engines use different methods to generate search results, which themselves embody political decisions, the details of this archival process are ceded to automatic, scripted routines. 

Take, for example, the Protocols of the Elders of Zion. This notorious and noxious anti-Semitic forgery has persisted for over a century, despite having been decisively proven to be a crude hoax with its origins in an explicit work of fiction (Cohn, 1996, pp 25-46). Belief in the authenticity of the Protocols has been mostly relegated to extreme right-wing groups such as Russian nationalists, Christian fundamentalists, and certain militant Islamic anti-Zionist organisations. Yet a search for the Protocols through Google reveals that two out of the top three sites listed claim that they are authentic evidence of a Jewish conspiracy for world domination. Does this mean that Google as an institution favours anti-Semitic Websites? Probably not, but it reveals how much of this archontic power has been surrendered to algorithmic processes that can produce surprising results. 

The Black and White and Read All Over project was conceived with this in mind. What documents may a user stumble upon in the Internet archive that could alter her political opinion? What if a user, searching for the Daily Mail's opinion of a refugee centre in Cheshire, was to come upon the 1900 article of the Jewish refugees on board the HMS Cheshire?
 What new intertextual impression of the subject may she form? Would the overt bigotry of the latter change her understanding of the former?

Such political questions are unanswerable at the moment, and may even have a character that is as sinisterly corrupting as it is revelatory. What I have merely tried to do in Black and White and Read All Over is to accelerate and compress the intertextual process of reading archival texts. Users are invited to assemble their own impressions from the examples used, either by witnessing the ways in which texts are wilfully morphed from one to another ('Illegal and stateless'), invited to throw random statistics into texts ('Power of the number'), permitted to switch nationalities to create new texts ('Fawning hordes'), or simply to negotiate the juxtaposition of text and speech ('"Rivers of Blood" Revisited'). While the techniques used are wilful deformations, I hope that it may encourage the user to consider that ways in which we read texts in the archival space of the Web. If we consider the Internet to be a network of networks, perhaps we can also consider it to be a text of texts. The Intertext, perhaps?   
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Appendix:

Technical Notes

In keeping with its subject matter, Black and White and Read All Over was conceived from the beginning as a Web based project. To this end it was assembled within Dreamweaver, with the morph sequences using a mixture of Flash animation and JavaScript driven DHTML. Other than one navigation button created through Fireworks, the images were all taken from photocopies of newspapers in the British Library's collection. I had originally hoped to use higher quality scans of these documents, but owing to copyright restrictions (the British library will only allow copies to be made on the assumption of personal reference) and the high cost of obtaining such images from the British Library, photocopies proved to be the only reasonable possibility. As such, the newspaper clippings used on the sight are all visibly imperfect, but after a certain amount of editing with Photoshop, proved adequate to the task.

The issue of copyright has proven far more onerous in terms of my original plans for the site. I had hoped that it may be used for educational purposes, but this is likely to be practically impossible. With the exception of the Daily Mail article of 1900, all the pieces are still held under copyright. While I could apply for permission from the relevant newspapers, the subject matter of this project and, more importantly, the fact that I am, in a literal sense, wilfully 'misquoting', means that this would be unlikely to be given. The use of the band Low's 'Point of Disgust' song on the title screen also falls foul of copyright. However, since this is used solely for dramatic effect, this could easily be removed were the other copyright issues to be resolvable.

I had hoped to use some video footage of Kindertransport children arriving in Britain, with Enoch Powell's infamous 'rivers of blood' speech playing in the background. However, the archive footage I found did not match the overtly racial nature of Powell's speech, and thus confused the juxtaposition effect. I had originally believed that recordings of Powell making the speech himself existed, but if such do, I was unable to locate them. However, the use of a computerised voice (achieved using TextAloud) gave this element a suitably sinister feel. I have been slightly troubled that this particular piece of the project could be taken to read as far-right propaganda -- Powell's predictions confirmed by the modern press -- but I hope that the accompanying text and context of the project should belie such a reading.

� There is, of course, the question of temporality here.  As a user is looking for 'news' she may well determine the date range of the sources she searches. Yet unless she were to actively do this, there is no indication that temporality would be a factor. A search algorithm may well rate other factors more highly than date. Moreover, it may well take the date of the Web page document rather than the date of the original document within the page. As such, while there can be temporal barriers to this process, it is far less of  a distance within cyberspace than in the physical world. 





