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Summary 

 
 

An increasing number of cultural heritage institutions (such as museums, libraries and 

archives) that have digitised (parts) of their collections now provide the general public with 

unprecedented access to their cultural heritage. But not only does the public have access – 

some institutions also allow the public to tag objects in these online, digitised collections. 

However, consistent and widespread discussions about the repercussions of access and 

influence of the public on metadata have not lead to a coherent view of this on archive 

theory. The practice of tagging, and especially incorporating tags in catalogues and other 

domains that were previously exclusively in the hands of professionals has seen intense 

debates in the last years. Some herald tagging as a revolutionary way of increasing access 

and findability, and claim that just by sheer numbers, the general public can add far more 

relevant metadata than professionals. Others see practices like tagging as the debasing of 

the status of documentalists, and fear that the authority of archives and other heritage 

institutions is being compromised by allowing non-experts to contribute to metadata. Some 

heritage institutions have already incorporated tags in their collection websites and (online) 

catalogue. This represents a major paradigm shift in archival theory. Archival theorist Eric 

Ketelaar and others have often referred to the shifts in archive theory and the emergent 

paradigm as the Living Archive paradigm. Traditionally, archival theory has two main pillars – 

appraisal and arrangement / description. I propose that a third pillar exists in the Living 

Archive paradigm, namely access / influence. 

 

Since it is impossible to cover all discussions and aspects of the broad shifts in archival 

theory, I focused on tagging in my research question: 

 

“What shifts in the existing theoretical archival paradigm can be perceived through the 

practice of tagging, and the responses to tagging by the archival community?” 

 

I answered the research question through a framework that was set by Professor Emeritus of 

Archivistics Eric Ketelaar. He has written extensively on the impact of the digital age on the 

archival perspective, and has outlined and re-investigated five key archival principles – 

authenticity, the life cycle of records vs. the records continuum, the organic nature of records, 

hierarchy in records and their descriptions and respect des fonds, provenance and original 

order. However, Ketelaar's focus lies on investigating how the digital age has changed these 

principles regarding the internal workflow of archives, whereas the focus of this thesis lies on 

how these principles are influenced by external forces – in this case user-generated tags.  
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The results of various tagging projects and the responses to them by the archival community 

illustrate how these five principles are changing. The Library of Congress has collected tags 

for images via Flickr, the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney allows people to both tag pictures 

on Flickr and in their online catalogue, and in the steve.museum project, people can tag 

images from the collections of a variety of museums. There have been significantly less 

tagging projects with moving images, even though metadata is missing from a great number 

of digitised av-collections and there is a great need for specific, time-related metadata. It is 

very labour intensive to describe segments of video material at length, let also provide time-

related metadata. Therefore the Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision developed the 

video labeling game Waisda? (which translates to What's That?) through which time-related 

metadata is collected. 

 

On the one hand, the responses to these projects by professionals were sceptical, and 

concerns were raised about the validity of the tags and the possible devaluation of the status 

of archives if the tags submitted by 'amateurs' were implemented in the professional 

metadata. Then again, the professionals that evaluated the steve tags found them to be very 

usable. The av-documentalist who evaluated the Waisda? tags also found them usable, 

albeit often non-specific. However, the Sound and Vision cataloguers are very interested in 

ways in which the tags can be implemented. All of the tagging projects mentioned above 

have been presented at various conferences, and have attracted a lot of attention from the 

archival community, which indicates that influence by the public on archival metadata is not 

dismissed outright. Also, some of the archives that have held tagging projects have already 

implemented the tags in their (online) catalogue. 

 

• Thus, I propose that the influence by the public on archives and their interaction with 

archival objects represents a major shift in archival theory and practice. This does not 

mean that concepts in the Living Archive paradigm have changed completely, but 

rather that old concepts such as authenticity and provenance acquire an extra layer 

of meaning.  

• Archivists need to rethink their role of gatekeepers, and need to accept that 

opportunities like tagging can benefit archives and that it does not necessarily mean 

that the barbarians are knocking down the walls they have protected for so long. 

However, no matter how fruitful social tagging and crowdsourcing in general proves 

to be for providing metadata, the experience and training of information professionals 

will remain invaluable in retaining metadata quality and in providing authentic, factual 

information. 
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• Secondly, the records continuum is not only non-linear and cyclical, it is also 

dispersed, since metadata flows freely within various realms (for instance from Flickr 

to the catalogue, and vice versa). In the digital age, the organic nature of records is 

challenged because there is often more than person responsible for creating and / or 

maintaining a record. However, with tagging this is complicated further, since there 

are many people outside of the archive who can potentially contribute to it.  

• It is necessary to very carefully document where user-generated objects and 

metadata come from in these cases in order to not only map the organic nature of the 

records, but to ensure the authenticity of these objects and metadata as well.  

• The hierarchy of descriptions in archives is based on structured taxonomies. 

Folksonomies resulting from tagging are in practically all cases 'flat' descriptions, and 

relations between the tags are not defined. Although there are great benefits to 

implementing tags, for archives it will be necessary to develop methods that can 

create a hierarchy within a folksonomy, for instance with semantic mapping between 

the tags. 

• Finally, the concepts respect des fonds, original order and provenance acquire an 

extra layer of meaning in the Living Archive paradigm. By incorporating user-

generated metadata like tags comes another type of provenance, which is not related 

to the original creator(s) of a record, but to the provenance of metadata. Also, tags 

are generated in their own context, for instance on Flickr or a game like Waisda?; 

therefore it is important for archives to reference this original tag source when 

implementing them. 

 

There is still a lot of cultural heritage in archives that is waiting to be discovered and 

described by the general public. The ongoing definition of the third pillar of archival theory 

within the Living Archive paradigm will ensure that this can take place in an authentic, 

controlled and at the same time open and welcoming environment, in which archivists will 

keep looking for ways in which public contributions to information can be incorporated 

further. 
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1. Introduction 

 

 

One of the first lectures I attended as a fresh, young Media Studies student at the University 

of Amsterdam in 2000 was by Charles Forceville. In this lecture, he demonstrated how 

problematic categorisation can be. One of the examples he gave that stuck in my mind was 

taken from a book by cognitive linguist George Lakoff, called Women, Fire and Dangerous 

Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind. In the Australian aboriginal language 

Dyirbal, the three elements mentioned in the book title belong to the same category. This 

lumping together in the same category does not mean that it can be inferred that woman, fire 

and dangerous things share the same properties, i.e. that they can hurt you, or that you 

should be careful, since there are also other elements in the same category that are benign.1 

It does however reveal that the way in which we organise the world can vary wildly from 

culture to culture, from time to time, and from person to person. 

 

A few years later, I worked as an intern in the library of the University of Amsterdam. During 

my internship, I had to categorise books based on subject. I often thought about the lecture I 

attended in 2000, because it was so hard to assign the books to only one category. This 

problem was partly solved because the librarians had assigned keywords to the books using 

the digital content management system. Still, it often occurred to me that this was still a 

limited way in which to ensure proper categorisation and findability of information. Would it 

not be better if people could also assign their own keywords, that were relevant to them, 

instead of only having to depend on the particular (albeit highly trained and professional) 

point of view of a librarian or documentalist responsible for supplying metadata? 

 

Since I finished the internship in 2004, it has become a widespread possibility for people to 

add their own keywords to online digital objects such as internet links, photographs, videos 

and books. This method of providing your own digital keywords is called tagging. For a great 

part, people use tags in order to categorise, organise, record and share materials for their 

own needs and their personal, archival collections. You can freely pick whatever words you 

want when tagging, and are not bound to an existing vocabulary or taxonomy. A survey 

conducted in December 2006 by the PEW Research Center for the Internet and American 

Life Project revealed that “28% of internet users have tagged or categorized content online 

[...].”2 This is a large number and it indicates that internet users feel a need to not only 

                                                 
1
 Lakoff, George, Women, Fire and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind, (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1990), p. 5. 
2
 Rainee, Lee, Tagging, (Washington: Pew Research Center, 2007), p. 1, 

http://www.pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2007/PIP_Tagging.pdf.pdf (accessed 5 December 2009). 
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categorise their own online materials, but also those of others. By using their own set of tags, 

they can keep track of what they found interesting online materials, because (almost) every 

website that provides a tagging system also allows people to easily browse and search 

through their own tags, as well as those of others. 

 

An increasing number of cultural heritage institutions (such as museums, libraries and 

archives) that have digitised (parts) of their collections now provide the general public with 

the ability to tag objects in these collections.3 One reason for doing this is to make their 

collections more visible; by putting the digitised objects on their own and / or external 

websites and allowing people to tag, the general public can interact with heritage that was 

previously harder to access. Secondly, tags can help close the semantic gap. This semantic 

gap is the difference between the keywords that a professional documentalist uses (usually 

from a controlled vocabulary) to describe objects, and the words that the general public uses 

to refer to or find the same object.4 By using these tags, the findability of the objects can be 

increased, since it is likely that people use the same terms to look for materials as they would 

use to tag them. Lastly, sometimes there is a lack of information on particular collections and 

objects. 

 

Thus, by enriching the existing, professional metadata with tags, the findability and 

searchability of heritage collections can potentially be increased. Some heritage institutions 

have indeed already incorporated tags in their collection websites and (online) catalogue. 

This represents a major paradigm shift in archival theory. Contemporary archive theory still 

only has two main pillars – appraisal and arrangement / description.5 However, the general 

public has never before had so much access to their cultural heritage, and for the first time, 

they can even actively contribute to metadata; a realm that has exclusively been populated 

by trained, professional documentalists. I therefore argue that there is a pressing need for a 

third pillar in archival theory, namely access / influence. The digital age has brought with it 

tremendous opportunities for archives and other heritage institutions to engage and interact 

with the public. However, consistent and widespread discussions about the repercussions of 

this on archive theory are still missing. More pointed, the practice of tagging, and especially 

incorporating tags in catalogues and other domains that were previously exclusively in the 

                                                 
3
 I will talk about various types of cultural heritage institutions, since the field has seen broad experiments with 

tagging, but the focus of my investigations will lie with archival theory. However, this does not mean that the 

issues that will be discussed do not apply to other institutions besides archives, such as libraries and museums.  
4
 Note that the semantic gap does not only refer to the discrepancy of the terms employed by professional 

documentalists and the general public. It can also refer to the 'gap' between automatically generated keywords 

and annotations by computers and search terms used by humans. For more information on this definition, read 

Smeulders et. al. (2000): p. 1349-1380. For a more recent take on the meaning of the semantic gap, I recommend 

reading Jörgensen (2007). In this thesis, I will talk about the semantic gap as noted in this introduction. 
5
 Cook, Terry, “What is Past is Prologue: A History of Archival Ideas Since 1898, and the Future Paradigm 

Shift,” Archivaria 43 (1997): p. 20. 
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hands of professionals has seen intense debates in the last years. Some herald tagging as a 

revolutionary way of increasing access and findability, and claim that just by sheer numbers, 

the general public can add far more relevant metadata than professionals. Others see 

practices like tagging as the debasing of the status of documentalists, and fear that the 

authority of archives and other heritage institutions is being compromised by allowing non-

experts to contribute to metadata. 

 

Since it is impossible to cover all of the discussions and aspects in a single thesis, I have 

limited the scope of my work, and phrase my research question as follows: 

 

“What shifts in the existing theoretical archival paradigm can be perceived through the 

practice of tagging, and the responses to tagging by the archival community?” 

 

I will answer this question through a framework that was set by Professor Emeritus of 

Archivistics Eric Ketelaar. He has written extensively on the impact of the digital age on the 

archival perspective, and has outlined and re-investigated five key archival principles in his 

article “Archives in the Digital Age: New Uses for an Old Science.”6 However, his focus lies 

on investigating how the digital age has changed these principles regarding the internal 

workflow of archives, whereas the focus of this thesis lies on how these principles are 

influenced by external forces – in this case user-generated tags. Finally, I will give special 

attention to the specific ways in which tagging influences moving image archives, since there 

are very particular issues in this realm. 

 

The set-up of this thesis is as follows. In the second chapter I will outline a short history of 

archival theory, and will focus specifically on contemporary theory, since this will be the base 

of the further investigations. Then the discussions surrounding tagging will be outlined in 

chapter three. In the fourth chapter I will present tagging case studies, and the responses to 

these projects by the archival community and information professionals. In the next chapter, 

the five basic principles of archival theory as described by Ketelaar will be revisited. By 

mapping the case studies and the consequent responses to them on these principles, I will 

suggest how they can be reconsidered and expanded into a new archival pillar: access / 

influence. Finally, in the sixth and concluding chapter, I will concisely answer my main 

question and provide an overview of other important research areas. 

 

 

                                                 
6
 Ketelaar, Eric, “Archives in the Digital Age: New Uses for an Old Science,” Archives & Social Studies: A 

Journal of Interdisciplinary Research vol. 1, no. 0 (March 2007): p. 167–191. 
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2. Archival paradigm shifts 

 

 

The term archive is very broad – it can refer from a collection as modest as a personal 

collection that someone keeps in their home, to a great central institution like the Library of 

Congress that holds many different types of materials in their collection, in order to safeguard 

an important part of national collective memory. In this thesis, I will only discuss archives and 

other institutions that contain cultural heritage and that have a mission to provide online 

access to this heritage for the general public. Thus, I am excluding company archives, and 

archives that do not aim to make their collections publicly accessible. The reason for this is 

that because of large scale digitisation efforts, the public has unprecedented access to their 

cultural heritage via the internet. They can even influence the records of this heritage by 

adding their own metadata through practices like tagging. This new-found access and 

influence is causing a paradigm shift in archival theory. However, before it is possible to 

discuss this, I will first give an overview of archival theories (and practices) that have lead up 

to this point, and that are still very relevant in order to think about current archival theory. 

 

2.1. From static bunkers to dynamic heritage sites 

  

We live in an “age of access”, a term popularised by social critic Jeremy Rifkin in 2000.7 

Rifkin defines it as a new phase of capitalism, in which people pay for using things, rather 

than purchasing and owning the things themselves. Not ownership, but accessing 

experiences becomes the key to the economy. Although Rifkin talks about the age of access 

as an economic trend, it can also be applied to our society and culture which are now firmly 

embedded in the digital age. With the coming of large-scale broadband internet connections 

we have become accustomed to having digital and digitised free culture at our fingertips.8 

Now, for the first time since its conception, access is being recognised as an important 

element in archival theory. This access is not just provided by archives, but also demanded 

by the general public, which is becoming more aware of the treasures that are being kept by 

                                                 
7
 For more information, see: Rifkin, Jeremy, The Age of Access: The New Culture of Hypercapitalism, Where All 

of Life Is a Paid-for Experience, (New York: Tarcher, 2000). The term was used before, most notable by 

cognitive scientist Colin Cherry. William Edmondson posthumously published some of Cherry's writings and 

used the term in the book's title: The Age of Access: Information Technology and Social Revolution: Posthumous 

Papers of Colin Cherry (London: Croom Helm, 1985). However, Rifkin introduced the term to a broad audience, 

albeit with a different meaning than Cherry, whose definition is closer to the one used in this thesis. 
8
 By 'we' I here refer to the Western world: Western Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand. 

Although there are other parts of the world that have large-scale broadband internet connections as well, I only 

discuss social and cultural trends and archival paradigms in the Western world in this thesis. Thus, I cannot 

speak for other parts of the world. 
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cultural heritage institutions. As Eric Ketelaar says: "The digital age implies not only 

technological opportunities and challenges, but is foremost a social and cultural 

phenomenon.”9 And it is not just access, but also influence that the public demands. They 

want to (re-)use and share online, digital archival materials for their own creative, social and 

scholarly purposes, and add comments and metadata, possibilities that are ubiquitous on 

popular websites like YouTube, Flickr and countless blogs and other websites. The archival 

community is still coming to grips with this call for openness, influence and digital access, 

since the age of access has caused a veritable Kuhnian paradigm shift10 in archival theory 

and practice.  

  

Access by and influence on archives by the public has never been a vital part of the archival 

theories that have dominated the field thus far. The Dutch Manual for the Arrangement and 

Description of Archives by Samuel Muller, Johan Feith and Robert Fruin of 1898 was very 

influential on early archive theory. The Manual focussed on the arrangement and description 

of archival objects and the importance of maintaining the original order of documents 

(provenance / respect des fonds)11. However, the topic of access was not touched upon in 

the Dutch Manual. In 1922 Hilary Jenkinson wrote “the second major treatise on archival 

theory and practice”12 called A Manual of Archive Administration. Jenkinson argued that 

archives have to provide impartial evidence and that records should not be interfered with 

after they were admitted to the archive, only beforehand by the institution where the records 

came from. He advocated keeping appraisal by archivists to a minimum, to ensure that no 

personal judgement was applied to archival records.13 Thus, Jenkinson would consider 

interference from the public a form of blasphemy. After Jenkinson, the next great paradigm 

shift came when T.R. Schellenberg published Modern Archives: Principles and Techniques in 

1957. He argued for active appraisal by archivists, in contrast to Jenkinson, since paper 

archives would otherwise grow to be far too large and become unmanageable. Schellenberg 

also recognised the importance of the secondary value of records for researchers, and not 

just for their original creator(s).14 

 

It is not until the arrival of post-modern and other contemporary archive theories that access 

and influence by the public have been discussed in greater detail than in previous 

                                                 
9
 Ketelaar, “Archives in the Digital Age,” p. 170. 
10
 This term was coined by Thomas S. Kuhn in his book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 1996 [1962]). In Kuhn's definition, a paradigm shift happens when the fundamental 

basic modes of thought and assumptions within a theoretical and scientific field change significantly.  
11
 Cook, “What is Past is Prologue,” p. 21-22. 

12
 Cook, “What is Past is Prologue,” p. 22-23.  

13
 Cook, “What is Past is Prologue,” p. 23. 

14
 Ridener, John, From Polders to Postmodernism. A Concise History of Archival Theory (Duluth: Litwin 

Books, 2009), p. 69-71. 
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paradigms. That being said, even influential contemporary thinkers do not take this into 

account as fully as I think is necessary. Terry Cook stated in 1997 that “the twin pillars of the 

archival profession [are] appraisal and arrangement / description.”15 A separate third pillar, 

namely access / influence, should also be included for archive theory to encompass all 

important aspects. Of course many important elements of access are embedded in the 

actions that are taken in appraisal and arrangement / description. By selecting materials an 

institution decides what will be included in the collection, thereby determining what might be 

made accessible. Also, the arrangement and description of items will guide the process of 

accessing the materials. Nonetheless, with the arrival of the digital age and fast internet 

connections archivists and archive theorists have become more aware of the call for access 

and influence by researchers and the general public. As Ketelaar states, “digitization 

challenges archival science to develop a new paradigm, meaning new concepts, theories, 

and methods.”16 

 

This is partly addressed by Cook in his article “Archival Science and Postmodernism” from 

2001. It shows that in a short period of four years time that Cook realised the importance of 

including access and influence in archive theory and practice. He does not just talk about the 

'twin pillars' appraisal and arrangement / description like he did in 1997, but also about the 

digital age, and the important role access takes up in archival theory. In the article he lists 

eight concepts and terms related to previous, ‘traditional’ archive theories such as fonds, 

record and appraisal that acquire a new meaning and require new definitions in 

contemporary archive theory. About the concept ‘archives’ itself he says that: 

  
Archives themselves as institutions will gradually change from being places only for the 
storage of old records that researchers must visit to consult, to becoming virtual “archives 
without walls,” existing on the Internet to facilitate access by the public to thousands of 
interlinked record-keeping systems, both those under the control of the archives and those 

left in the custody of their creators or other archives.
17 

  
Thus, in the theory concerning the “archives without walls” that Cook describes, the 

importance of public access is included prominently. This is a break away from the previous 

archival paradigms, which only focus on appraisal and arrangement / description. One of the 

few theorists that did talk about the importance of access early on – in an abstract but 

significant way – is philosopher and post-modern thinker Jacques Derrida. He stated that “it 

is impossible to close the archive” and that “it’s always possible to re-interpret an archive.”18 

                                                 
15
 Cook, “What is Past is Prologue,” p. 20. 

16
 Ketelaar, Eric, “Time Future Contained in Time Past. Archival Science in the 21st Century,” Journal of the 

Japan Society for Archival Science vol. 1 (2004): p. 27 [Japanese translation ibid. p. 11]. 
17
 Cook, Terry, “Archival Science and Postmodernism: New Formulations for Old Concepts,” Archival Science 

vol. 1 (2001): p. 23. 
18
 Both quotes from: Derrida, Jacques, “Archive Fever,” (transcribed seminar) in Refiguring the Archive, ed. C. 

Hamilton, V. Harris, J. Taylor, J. Pickover, G. Reid, R. Saleh (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2002), 
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This means that Derrida sees the archive as a dynamic space, that people can access 

(archives cannot be closed), and where through access to the archive, they can reflect on the 

records in the archive themselves (re-interpret the archive). Derrida explicitly mentions the 

importance of access when he says that “an archive has to be public.”19 Thus, Derrida and 

post-modern archival theorists like Cook see access as an important element that informs 

both theory and practice. However, these theories fall short in discussing the specific 

influence of the digital age on archives, and the growing access and influence of the general 

public. Over the last years, a new paradigm is emerging that does incorporate this in a more 

explicit and practical way. 

 

2.2. New paradigms – continuing, expanding, living 

  

The archive theorists mentioned above (Cook and Ketelaar) are usually grouped in the post-

modern archive paradigm. This paradigm has several important characteristics. The first 

important theme is that the previous and existing paradigms need to be questioned. Archives 

can do this by actively reflecting on their own theory and practice. Secondly, post-modern 

archival thinkers say that archives should be aware of the power they possess. For instance, 

though active appraisal archives decide which records are included in their collections, and 

which ones are not. Their selection policies reveal their focus, but therefore also their bias. 

Records that are excluded do not make it into the collective memory, which means that parts 

of society and culture run the risk of being forgotten. In other words, post-modern thinkers 

highlight that an archive or archivist can never be completely objective. Like everyone else, 

archivists are influenced by the times they live, so their appraisal and arrangement / 

description of records is imbued with personal opinions and a mentality of the Zeitgeist they 

live in: “postmodernism requires archivists to accept their own historicity.”20 This (very 

rudimentary definition of) post-modern archive theory is still very important and should not be 

forgotten or thrown away, but instead be built upon and expanded in the new emerging 

paradigm. 

 

To establish a new paradigm you need to bring old and new concepts together. As Kuhn 

said: 

  
[New paradigms] incorporate much of the vocabulary and apparatus, both conceptual and 
manipulative, that the traditional paradigm had previously employed. But they seldom employ 

                                                                                                                                                         
p. 46. Please note that Derrida is himself not an archival theorist, but that his views on this subject and post-

modernism in general greatly influenced and inspired many (post-modern) archival theorists. 
19
 Derrida, p. 48. 

20
 Cook, Terry and Joan M. Schwartz, “Archives, Records, and Power: From (Postmodern) Theory to (Archival) 

Performance,” Archival Science vol. 2 (2002): p.182. 
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these borrow elements in quite the traditional way. Within the new paradigm, aid terms, 
concepts and experiments fall into new relationships one with the other.

21 
 

First of all, it is important to redefine and reinterpret existing concepts in the digital age. For 

instance, Cook talks about provenance and states that the term itself can be preserved, but 

that it needs to be defined as “more conceptual than physical, as is appropriate for the age of 

the electronic record.”22 Ketelaar makes the same point with a broader statement: “archival 

science in the 21st century will study phenomena which look like traditional facts and events, 

even carry traditional labels, but which are conceptually totally different.”23 Ketelaar mentions 

five essential principles of the archival perspective which have changed in meaning with the 

introduction of digitisation. They are: 

1. Authenticity: “The specific duty of the archivist is to provide the appropriate content 

and context so that citizens can be guaranteed that the information they receive is 

authentic.”24 

2. The life cycle of records vs. records continuum: “[...] like the archive-process the life 

cycle model encompasses all the activities from capture of documents into a 

recordkeeping system, to their management, use, and disposal. But unlike the life 

cycle concept suggests, these activities do not occur in a linear movement, from 

creation to final disposition, but in a continuum, and in recurring cycles.”25 

3. The organic nature of records: This is traditionally understood as “the interdependent 

relationship between the record and its creator”.26 However, in the digital age, records 

are often co-created and maintained. This makes the relationship between a record 

and creator more complex, since there can now exist a situation of 'parallel 

provenance'. This theory of parallel provenance (a term coined by archivist Chris 

Hurley) allows to “identify two or more entities each residing in a different context as 

establishing the provenance of a record, even when they are involved in different 

kinds of action, for example creation and control.”27 

4. Hierarchy in records and their descriptions: On the one hand, creating a hierarchy of 

records through the physical act of organising and filing records is “disintegrating 

because of the shifting to networking, individualization and globalization. On the other 

hand, the hierarchical and collective archival description traditionally practised by 

                                                 
21
 Kuhn, p. 149. 

22
 Cook, “What is Past is Prologue,” p. 31. 

23
 Ketelaar, “Time Future Contained in Time Past”, p. 27 [Japanese translation ibid. p. 11]. 

24
 As quoted by Ketelaar, “Archives in the Digital Age,” p. 178. Originally from European Union, 2005, Report 

on Archives in the Enlarged European Union Increased Archival Cooperation in Europe: Action Plan 

(Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communities, 2005), p. 133, 

http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/archival_policy/docs/arch/reportarchives_en.pdf/ (accessed 25 October 2009). 
25
 Ketelaar, “Archives in the Digital Age,” p. 181. 

26
 Ketelaar, “Archives in the Digital Age,” p. 185. 

27
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archivists lend themselves perfectly to hierarchical and object-oriented metadata 

structures”28   

5. respect des fonds, provenance, and original order: These remain important concepts 

in archival theory, but need to be redefined because of the dynamic nature of 

archives in the digital age. The definition of provenance by Tom Nesmith that 

Ketelaar quotes encapsulates this very well: “[Provenance] consists of the social and 

technical processes of the records’ inscription, transmission, contextualization, and 

interpretation which account for it [the record’s] existence, characteristics, and 

continuing history.29 

 

All of these five principles remain important, and they will form the basis in this thesis for 

discussing the new archival paradigm. The general term for this new paradigm is what I will 

refer to as 'the living archive' paradigm. It incorporates the idea of Derrida that the archive is 

never closed, and that it is always changing and moving due to the continuous addition of 

new materials and re-interpretations of these materials. Cook also uses terms that describe 

the 'living' nature of archives: “At the heart of the new paradigm is a shift away from viewing 

records as static physical objects, and towards understanding them as dynamic virtual 

concepts.”30 Another reason that the concept of the living archive is apt is that it is gaining in 

popularity. The farewell lecture by Eric Ketelaar as professor of Archivistics at the University 

of Amsterdam was called 'Levend archief' or 'Living archive'.31 The name of an important part 

of the audiovisual archive of the Dutch cultural and debate centre De Balie is called 'The 

Living Archive'. The Balie also connected a project to this archive in which the theoretical 

implications of creating such a living archive were explored. The head of the media 

department of De Balie, Eric Kluitenberg, headed a work group that was also called The 

Living Archive at the Archive 2020 expert meeting.32 This meeting was organised by Virtueel 

Platform and was aimed to investigate possible ways to deal with the (online) archiving of 

digitally born content.33 Thus, the concept of a living archive is gaining in popularity and is 

connected to archives in the digital age more so than 'traditional' analogue archives. These 

living archives are what Ketelaar calls membranic, allowing for “the infusing and exhaling of 

values which are embedded in each and every activation.”34 Less abstractly, membranic 
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 Ketelaar, “Archives in the Digital Age,” p. 187-188 

29
 Ketelaar, “Archives in the Digital Age,” p. 189. 
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 Cook, “Archival Science and Postmodernism,” p. 4. 

31
 The lecture was held on 28 May 2009 in Amsterdam.  

32
 Archive 2020 was held on 18 May 2009 in Amsterdam.  

33
 For more information on Archive 2020, please visit http://www.virtueelplatform.nl/#2489/. For more 

information on De Balie's Living Archive, go to http://www.debalie.nl/dossierpagina.jsp?dossierid=34144/. Both 

websites accessed on 16 June 2009. 
34
 Ketelaar, Eric, “Tacit Narratives: The Meanings of Archives,” Archival Science vol. 1 (2001), p. 138. 
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means that archival documents can be changed not only from inside institutions by 

archivists, but also from outside by the public. 

 

One issue that has not been addressed at length is the change of power relations between 

archives and the public in the Living Archive. Although I will not focus on the subject of 

archives and power, it is important to mention it since it is a significant part of post-modern 

and contemporary archive theory discourses.35 Archives still have a “selective power”36 

through appraisal, which shapes their collections. Therefore archives are responsible for a 

substantial part for determining “what is worth remembering”37 as Cook states. Also, until the 

coming of the age of access, a lot of materials were hardly (if at all) visible for the public and 

only a select group of people knew how to access their heritage, if they were even allowed to 

do so. By (digitally) opening up the archive to the public power is given up, since the public 

can now gain a greater understanding of what materials are kept and which ones are not and 

potentially critique this. However, another more direct influence can already be felt. Some 

archives have not only opened up their collections, but also allowed the public to add their 

own keywords or tags to digitally born and digitised objects. This means that the control of 

metadata no longer solely lies with professional documentalists. In order to be able to 

discuss what this implies for the living archive paradigm, the discourses surrounding tagging 

will be discussed in the following chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
35
 The second volume of the journal Archival Science provides a comprehensive collection of contemporary 

articles about archives and power. See http://www.springerlink.com/content/1389-0166/ for more information. 
36
 Derrida, p. 40. 

37
 Cook, “What is Past is Prologue,” p. 18. 
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3. Definitions of and discourses on the miscellaneous 

 

 

Before going into the definition of tagging, it is important to place tagging into its proper 

context. Tagging is part of a much broader development on the internet called Web 2.0. The 

definition of Web 2.0 according to Wikipedia, one of the most emblematic examples of Web 

2.0 itself, is as follows: 

  
[Web 2.0] is characterised as facilitating communication, information sharing, interoperability, 
and collaboration on the World Wide Web. It has led to the development and evolution of 
web-based communities, hosted services, and web applications. Examples include social-

networking sites, video-sharing sites, wikis, blogs and folksonomies.
38 

  
This definition shows that the main characteristic of Web 2.0 is its openness, its principle 

being for the people, by the people. It has made people aware that they can demand access 

and involvement in online goings-on. From commenting on YouTube videos, to editing and 

writing entries for Wikipedia, to sharing pictures on Flickr, Web 2.0 has made the internet 

more social and like a community. Web 2.0 is not one single version of the internet, but 

instead is an umbrella term for all kinds of software applications that further enhance and 

fortify the characteristics that the Wikipedia definition identifies. 

 

One of most well-known and hotly debated exponents of Web 2.0 is tagging. Tagging allows 

people (this can be the general public or a specific online community) to freely add their own 

keywords to objects that are available online, from pictures to moving images to music to 

books; basically anything that you can think of that can be categorised. This can be done for 

your own personal needs (managing your photo collection on Flickr, your websites on 

Delicious, your music in iTunes), or you can add tags to objects from an existing collection, 

such as those of archives and other heritage institutions. This latter instance of tagging is the 

one that will be investigated in this thesis.  

 

Keywords have been traditionally determined by the information professionals or 

documentalists that work within institutions like archives, libraries and museums. These 

keywords are part of taxonomic systems that provide a strict classification within a fixed 

hierarchy. The so-called controlled vocabulary of keywords provides concise metadata about 

the materials from these heritage institutions. The practice of tagging democratises 

taxonomies and opens up the realm of metadata to the general public. Therefore, tagging 

systems are also referred to as ‘folksonomies’ (a conflation of 'folk' and 'taxonomy'), a term 

                                                 
38
 Wikipedia, “Web 2.0,” Wikipedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_2.0/ (accessed 30 May 2009). 
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coined by media advisor and internet expert Thomas Vander Wal.39 David Weinberger, fellow 

at Harvard's Berkman Institute for Internet & Society and technology writer, describes the 

term as follows: “folksonomy [means] an ordered set of categories (or “taxonomy”) that 

emerges from how people tag items.”40 

 

Web 2.0 practices like tagging would of course not have been possible before the digital age. 

David Weinberger states that because of digital possibilities, tagging changes the way in 

which we order our world. He distinguishes three orders of order. He says: “In the first order 

of order, we organize things themselves.”41 We do this by putting objects in specific places 

that we find logical, such as putting our clothes in closets and our pens on our desks. In the 

second order of order, information about things is organised via catalogues and indexes. 

Weinberger points out the limitations of this system. It is still linked to the physical world, 

which makes it impossible to put all the information about an object on a small index card. 

This means that you have to make choices about which metadata will be included and that 

not all relevant information about an object can be recorded. This physical limitation is no 

longer an issue in the third order of order: the digital realm. Archives can now add metadata 

more freely and be more inclusive. Moreover, the third order provides people with the 

opportunity to make their own folksonomies for their personal collections or to add tags to 

existing collection and to break away from the traditional limited and pre-determined 

taxonomies. Within the digital world, the possibilities for organising our world have changed.  

 

However, just because you can do something does not mean you should. Tagging and Web 

2.0 practices in general remain hotly debated topics, with as many enthusiastic supporters 

with utopian claims as fiery opponents with (at times) dystopic visions. The titles of books 

and articles on this topic reveal the polarising nature of the debate: Everything is 

Miscellaneous. The Power of the New Digital Disorder by David Weinberger; The Wisdom of 

Crowds: Why the Many Are Smarter Than the Few and How Collective Wisdom Shapes 

Business, Economies, Societies and Nations by James Surowiecki; Wikinomics: How Mass 

Collaboration Changes Everything by Don Tapscott and Anthony D. Williams; and Ontology 

is Overrated: Categories, Links, and Tags by Clay Shirky. The opponents are not scared of 

dramatic titles either: The Cult of the Amateur: How Today's Internet is Killing Our Culture by 

Andrew Keen; Bastard Culture! User Participation and the Extension of Cultural Industries by 

Mirko Tobias Schäfer; and “The amorality of Web 2.0” by Nicholas Carr. The following two 

paragraphs will give an overview of the perceived benefits and disadvantages of tagging.  

                                                 
39
 Vander Wal, Thomas, “Folksonomy Definition and Wikipedia,” Off the Top blog, posted 2 November 2005, 

http://www.vanderwal.net/random/entrysel.php?blog=1750/ (accessed 22 November 2009). 
40
 Weinberger, David, Everything is Miscellaneous: The Power of the New Digital Disorder (New York: Henry 

Holt and Company, 2008), p. 165.  
41
 Weinberger, p. 17–18. 
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3.1. Critiques on tagging – the mess of the amateurs 

  

In a debate with David Weinberger, Web 2.0 critic Andrew Keen stated that: “I’m concerned 

that the people if you like, or the masses, that everyone needs cultural authority.”42 This is an 

argument that many sceptics and opponents of the serge of social media and the influence of 

the public on matters like taxonomies use, and maybe rightly so. The authorities on 

classification and taxonomies obviously have gained their expertise through years of 

education and experience, and the majority of the public that adds tags does this without this 

professional background. The mission of archives is to safeguard their records, and to make 

sure that they are organised and presented authentically. The public trusts archives in their 

mission and expertise, and value their authority. Thus, the fear of archive professionals is 

that incorrect tags assigned by 'amateurs' or tags with a low level of importance will be used 

and valued on the same level as the metadata provided by the archive, and that 

consequently the authority of the archive will be compromised if these tags indeed turn out to 

be untrustworthy or not that relevant.  

 

A more practical argument is that tags are often semantically ambiguous. In traditional 

taxonomies and classification systems, the terms are disambiguated and defined in order to 

prevent the term to be interpreted in different ways. For instance, a taxonomy may contain 

the term 'school', which can both mean place where you can receive an education, or a 

group of fish that swim together. When documentalists assign this term to a documentary 

about shallow seas, they attach the latter meaning of the term school to the metadata about 

the programme. However, the majority of tagging systems do not use a controlled 

vocabulary, and instead allow people to add free text tags. This can result in a messy 

folksonomy, which makes it hard to determine the precise meaning of an ambiguous term. 

 

Another problem with free text tags, as Information Resources Specialist at Montana State 

University Libraries Elaine Peterson points out, is that tags often contain “typographical 

errors or spelling variations.”43 For instance, some people might tag a video about the 

carnival festivities in the city of Den Bosch in The Netherlands “Den Bosch”, use its more 

formal spelling “’s Hertogenbosch” or misspell it entirely.  

 

                                                 
42
 Keen, Andrew and David Weinberger, “Debate Panel,” Lecture and debate, Supernova 2007 Conference, San 

Francisco, 22 June 2007. Watch the full video on: http://supernovahub.com/2007/07/video-andrew-keen-and-

david-weinberger/ (accessed 30 May 2009). 
43
 Peterson, Elaine, “Beneath the Metadata. Some Philosophical Problems with Folksonomy,” D-Lib Magazine, 

vol. 12, no. 11 (November 2006), http://www.dlib.org/dlib/november06/peterson/11peterson.html/ (accessed 30 
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Another part of the messy nature of tagging is that the way in which the public tags is usually 

very unsystematic and that there are no defined relationships between tags. Instead of the 

top-down, thought out system of traditional taxonomies tagging is, as Clay Shirky, writer on 

Culture and Media Professor at NYU’s Interactive Telecommunications Program describes it: 

“free-form labelling, without regards for categorical constraints.”44 This means that synonyms, 

hypernyms and hyponyms of words are usually not recognised, so there are no semantic 

connections between terms that in contrast are usually defined in traditional taxonomies. 

 

Finally, it is possible that people provide a very large number of tags. In traditional taxonomy 

systems, there are usually a maximum number of keywords that can be allotted to one 

object, but when this barrier falls away the amount of tags may become a disadvantage. 

People might not know where to look or click when presented with and excess of tags, and 

the open tagging system might not help in finding objects more easily but might instead have 

an adverse effect.45 

 

3.2. Advantages of tagging – cumulative and diverse knowledge 

 

One of the main reasons for archives to use tags is that they increase the findability of 

archival objects, because tags close the so-called semantic gap. The semantic gap is the 

difference between the terms from the controlled vocabulary that an information specialist 

uses and the free text search terms that the general public uses in search queries. Corinne 

Jörgensen, teacher at the College of Communication and Information at Florida State 

University, states that folksonomies can consequently also educate information 

professionals: 

 
While natural language composes a searcher’s query, indexing languages typically employ 
highly precise and specific terms relevant to the community that uses the indexing language. 
This suggests that a closer look at the vocabulary generated in the tagging process might be 
useful to understanding and bridging the “semantic gap” between current indexing 

vocabularies and user’s natural language queries.
46
 

 

Research has proven that tagging can indeed bridge the semantic gap and consequently 

increase the findability of archival objects. Mark Melenhorst, Marjan Grootveld and Mettina 
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(accessed 30 May 2009). 
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Veenstra of the Dutch research institute Novay helmed a project in which educational videos 

were annotated. First of all, a group of participants was asked to add tags to 115 short video 

fragments. In the next step of the project, tests were performed to find out if these tags did 

indeed increase the findability of these videos. This was done by having various groups 

answer questions, the answers to which could be found in the videos. Each group was 

allowed to use only specific metadata that contained either professional metadata, tags or 

both. The groups that were allowed to search by using the tags answered the questions most 

successfully,47 which indicates that the semantic gap can indeed be closed (further) by 

tagging. 

 

Opponents of tagging claim that people need the authority and authenticity provided by 

professionals. In contract, tagging enthusiasts state that a great group of people can 

cumulatively be smarter than a few experts. James Surowiecki points this out in his 

aforementioned book The Wisdom of Crowds. Individually, the ‘masses’ will not know more 

than the trained experts, because they simply do not have the experience or make irrational 

choices based on emotions. But as many case studies and experiments that Surowiecki 

describes have proven, “despite all these limitations, when our imperfect judgements are 

aggregated in the right way, our collective intelligence is often excellent.”48Thus, even though 

experts can provide a good array of keywords based on traditional taxonomies, allowing the 

general public to tag can result in even better keywords since cumulatively there is more 

knowledge 'out there' than in an archive itself.  

 

Through this cumulative knowledge, tagging provides the opportunity for a more inclusive 

range of keywords. For instance, an archive might add the keywords to a clip from 1917 from 

the Netherlands that shows the construction of a bridge with ‘bridge’, ‘1917’ and ‘The 

Netherlands’. However, people might feel that ‘construction’, ‘black and white’ would be 

valuable keywords as well. It is also possible that an archive does not know some facts, such 

as the location and who the people in the clip are. Someone outside the archive might know, 

and can then add this information as a tag. In short, tagging can provide a wider array of 

keywords, and even add new information. The possible disadvantage of an excess of tags 

can be countered by the argument that this just provides more possibilities for people to find 

archival materials. 
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The messy nature of tagging (ambiguity, no structure, no semantic links between tags) can 

also be seen as something positive according to some. David Weinberger’s book Everything 

is Miscellaneous’ premise is that in the third order of order or the digital order it is possible to 

create an infinite amount of tags for one object. Clay Shirky does not see a problem with this, 

and states that “you can extract a surprising amount of value from big messy data sets.”49 

Also, although some keywords might mean more for one group of people than another, 

expanding the range of keywords means that multiple interpretations and viewpoints of one 

single object are possible. Because people usually know what they are interested in and 

what they are looking for, they will find their way in the ‘messy’ tag data set by specifically 

looking for keywords that describe what they are interested in. 

 

A final and very important argument that is documentalists can use the tags submitted by the 

general public, and that tags can even be imported automatically in the metadata of a record. 

This will in turn lighten the work load of documentalists and can save archives time and 

money. However, the quality of the tags needs to be very high for this to work. More research 

and high-quality software is needed in order for archives to actually use user-generated tags, 

but it seems possible in the near future to actively implement them. Another related reason 

for using tags is that there is a great need for more metadata due to the large-scale 

digitisation efforts of the collections of many cultural heritage institutions. A lot of these 

collections do not yet have a lot of metadata, and the documentalists simply do not have time 

to add sufficient metadata to all this material. Especially in the case of digitised audiovisual 

heritage, adding metadata is a time-consuming undertaking, but it is necessary to allow 

people to find it and to search through it. Tagging can help in providing parts of this 

metadata.50 
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4. Tagging case studies – excitement, nervous anticipation, 
fear 

 

 

In this chapter, I will discuss various tagging projects that were executed by different heritage 

institutions. I will not only look at the results of these projects, but more importantly, at the 

reactions of the archival community and cultural heritage institutions to these projects. 

 

4.1. Tagging of static images 

 

One of the first organisations to undertake a large scale project that included tagging was the 

Library of Congress, the national library of the United States.51 On January 16, 2008 they put 

a set of about 3,000 pictures on Flickr, a popular online photo community, with the goal to 

reach out “to unknown as well as known audiences”52 and to collect information about these 

photos through the audiences’ comments and tags. There were no known copyright 

restrictions on these pictures, so they could be shared and (re)used freely. Within a day after 

the launch of the project the pictures had been viewed over a million times. The Flickr photo 

set has been expanded gradually, and they still gather about 500,000 views per month.53 

There are three ways in which users can leave information on Flickr images: through tags, 

notes on the images themselves (a sort of digital post-it) and through free text comments. 

During the first ten months of the project, the Flickr community placed more than 7,000 

comments on over 2,800 pictures. The comments did not just concern the aesthetic qualities 

of the pictures, but a lot of factual information that was not yet known by the Library of 

Congress was added as well.54 A total of 2,518 people left over 67,000 tags. Of these tags, 

15,000 (21%) were unique. On average, 14 tags were added per photo.55 

 

The Library of Congress and Flickr teamed up to develop a communal page for other cultural 

heritage institutions with photography collections called Flickr: The Commons. This project 

was launched on the same date as the first photo collection on Flickr by the Library of 
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Congress, on 16 January 2008.56 Right now, more than thirty organisations have joined The 

Commons.57 

 

One of these partners is the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney, which “presents exhibitions 

and programs based on the ideas and technologies”58. After the first three months of taking 

part in The Commons (July 2008), over 2,400 tags were exported to and incorporated in their 

online catalogue. However, they had been experimenting with tagging in various other ways 

before joining The Commons in April 2008.59 In June 2006, the museum offered users of their 

online catalogue the possibility to add tags to objects in order to improve their findability. As 

soon as a tag is submitted by a user, it is incorporated in the online catalogue. Tags that are 

added directly through the online catalogue (so not the Flickr tags) can also be corrected and 

removed by other users if they are deemed incorrect. 60 Within six months, almost 4,000 tags 

were added to over 2,200 objects in the online catalogue. Over 500 of these tags “were 

deleted, edited for spelling, or removed by other users and the system administrator”. 61 

 

Another high-profile tagging project is steve.museum, which was founded in 2005.62 Museum 

professionals and other interested parties collaborate in this consortium to investigate the 

possibilities of using tagging to make museum collections more accessible. It is one of the 

most thoroughly and best documented tagging projects to date; many papers, data and other 

documents are available on the steve website.63 In contrast to the Library of Congress Flickr 

project, steve has developed its own tagging software, based on the specific needs of the art 

museums that are involved in the project. Through this steve tagger64 users can add tags to 

pictures of artworks that belong to various collections of the participating museums. A total of 

1,621 people added almost 37,000 tags to objects from various museum collections through 

the steve tagger between March 2007 and July 2009. Almost 12,000 of these tags are 

                                                 
56
 See http://www.flickr.com/commons?GXHC_gx_session_id_=6afecb2055a3c52c/.  

57
 See http://www.flickr.com/commons/institutions/. Consulted on 26 January 2010. 

58
 See http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/about/. Consulted on 26 January 2010. 

59
 Chan, Sebastian, “Powerhouse Museum Joins the Commons on Flickr – The What, Why and How,” Fresh + 

New(er) blog, posted on 8 April 2008, 

http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/dmsblog/index.php/2008/04/08/powerhouse-museum-joins-the-commons-

on-flickr-the-what-why-and-how/ (accessed on 26 January 2010). 
60
 In the online catalogue from the Powerhouse Museum tags that have been added to the catalogue directly and 

the ones that have been imported from Flickr are presented separately. See 

http://www.Powerhousemuseum.com/collection/database/ for examples. 
61
 Chan, Sebastian, “Tagging and Searching – Serendipity and Museum Collection Databases,” in Museums and 

the Web 2007: Proceedings, Toronto: Archives & Museum Informatics, ed. Jennifer Trant and David Bearman. 

Published 1 March 2007. http://www.archimuse.com/mw2007/papers/chan/chan.html/ (accessed 9 December 

2009). 
62
 See http://steve.museum/. 

63
 See http://steve.museum/index.php?option=com_content&task=blogsection&id=5&Itemid=14/. 

64
 See http://tagger.steve.museum/. 



 24 

unique.65 The projects of the Library of Congress, Powerhouse Museum and steve are very 

well documented; their evaluation reports and other documentation contain vast amounts of 

data and qualitative analysis. Also, a lot of people from the general public and cultural 

heritage community participated in these projects. Therefore they are exemplary case 

studies, since many other tagging projects lack comparable in-depth analysis and / or 

participation. 

 

4.2. Tagging of moving images 

 

There are significantly fewer projects concerning the tagging of moving images. There are a 

few reasons for this. First of all, tagging moving images is inherently more complex than 

tagging static images, since each frame can potentially warrant a separate description. Most 

museums and archives that harbour moving image collections usually annotate these on a 

general level, or on an item level (an item in a programme gets a title and a description, and 

keywords, person names, geographical information are added to the metadata).66 This is 

because it costs a lot of time to annotate moving image materials generally, let alone in great 

detail. Depending on level of the description, a media documentalist spends one hour on 

each hour of audiovisual material when describing it in some detail, although this ratio can be 

four to one in cases of high-level item descriptions.67 Thus, it is a lot of work to provide ample 

metadata for audiovisual materials, even more so than in the case of static objects, since the 

temporal nature of the material is a complicating factor. Since many heritage institutions with 

moving images collections and audiovisual archives are involved in digitisation projects, the 

need for more (specific) metadata for audiovisual materials is growing. For instance, Sound 

and Vision will preserve, digitise and make accessible 137,200 hours of video, 22,510 hours 

of film, 123,900 hours of audio and 2,9 million pictures seven years time (from 2007 – 

2014).68 However, a large part the materials that are digitised have not got a great amount of 

metadata and tagging might solve part of this problem, since the process of producing this 

metadata is so labour-intensive. A second important reason tagging might be especially 

relevant for audiovisual archives is that broadcast professionals are often looking for short 

clips with very specific content. Research has shown that they “often wish to order small 

fragments of broadcasts, but the audiovisual result pages show only short textual summaries 
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of the entire audiovisual item that is returned for a search.”69 They therefore need specific 

and time-related metadata to find these materials. The more of that data there is, the easier it 

is for them to find (and consequently purchase) the images that they need. Since they 

constitute the majority of the clientèle of a lot of audiovisual archives, their business brings in 

much-needed money.  

 

There have been a few tagging projects related to audiovisual material. The most well-known 

are PopVideo70 and the Yahoo! Video Tag Game71. PopVideo is a project from Luis von Ahn, 

professor of Computer Science at Carnegie Mellon University. The Yahoo! Video Tag Game 

was developed by Yahoo! Research. Both of these projects were set up to make intra-video 

search possible by gathering user tags for videos in the form of a game.72 When two players 

enter the same word within a certain time frame, both players receive points. The assumption 

is that when two separate players enter the same tag within a certain time frame, it is a valid 

word to describe what can be seen or heard in that moment of the video. Because the 

moment a player enters a tag is registered, it becomes possible to link the tags to the specific 

moment they are added. Consequently, the tags can be used as a time-code, since the time-

based annotations provide metadata that is accurate to the (milli)second. This is a departure 

from general or item level descriptions, a point I will come back to below. Unfortunately, there 

is no recent hard data about the results of these projects. 

 

To my knowledge, the only project concerning the tagging of archival moving image 

materials was performed by the Netherlands Institute for Sound and Vision (henceforth: 

Sound and Vision) in Hilversum: 

 
The Institute preserves a major part of the Dutch audio-visual heritage and makes it 
accessible to potential users. The collection totals over 700,000 hours of television, radio, 
music and film. […]. Apart from functioning as an audio-visual archive for the national 
broadcasting corporations and others, it also offers a unique media experience for its 
visitors.

73
 

 

Sound and Vision is a consortium partner in the Dutch project Images for the Future, in which 

“six organizations save an important part of the audiovisual heritage of the Netherlands 

through conservation and digitization. The digitized material will be made available to 
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education and to the public as broadly as possible.”74 However, adding (additional) metadata 

to these digitised collections is a very large task indeed. That is why Sound and Vision is 

working on various new ways in providing metadata, such as speech and image recognition 

and tagging. In May 2009, Sound and Vision launched the video labeling game Waisda?75 

(which translates to What’s That?). The aim of the project was to improve the retrieval of 

archival moving image collections by using the tags added by the Waisda? players. Firstly, 

the system registers when a tag is added, so it directly linked to the time-code in a video, as 

is the case with PopVideo and Yahoo! Video Tag Game. This is an addition to the title or 

item level metadata that is provided by media documentalists, as was also mentioned above. 

Secondly, the tags can help close the semantic gap.76 I joined the project as an intern from 

September 2009 to January 2010 and evaluated the project77, so I therefore have got an 

insider's perspective. Like PopVideo and Yahoo! Video Tag Game, Waisda? is based on the 

principle that a tag is valid when it is entered by at least two separate players within a certain 

time frame (in the case of Waisda?, the maximum being ten seconds). So, if player A enters 

the tag 'cow' at 1'10” and player B at 1'19”, this match is seen as a (potentially) useful and 

reliable tag, and both players receive points.78 From May to November 2009, 2,296 players 

added 340,551 tags to 604 items. In total, 40.3% (137,421) of the tags were matched by 

separate players within the ten second time frame.79 

 

It is interesting to note that all the moving image tagging projects mentioned above (and the 

other ones that I have found, but are not included in this thesis) are in the form of a game. 

This seems to indicate that people need an extra motivation or incentive to add tags to 

moving images, as opposed to Flickr: The Commons, steve and the Powerhouse Museum 

projects. There are instances of heritage institutions that have developed picture tagging 

games,80 but not as exclusively as is the case with tagging projects concerning moving 

images. Although the reason for this could be that there are simply so very little of these 
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projects, it might indicate that additional motivation besides helping out heritage institutions is 

needed to perform the otherwise time-consuming task of tagging moving images. Another 

reason is perhaps that by creating a game where you only score points when you match the 

tag of another player within a certain time frame, people will try harder to reach consensus 

with others. This drive to reach consensus increases the chances of collecting useful and 

reliable tags. It would be very interesting to compare how people tag moving images as a 

game, and in a non-game setting, but unfortunately saying anything about this would be pure 

speculation at this point.  

 

4.3. Responses and results 

 

The main goals of all these projects was to increase the findability of the objects that were 

tagged, and (except in the case of PopVideo and Yahoo! Video Tag Game) to close the 

semantic gap. Another goal of the heritage institutions involved was to increase the profile of 

the collections and the institutions themselves and to attract more (online) visitors, and to 

gain experience with Web 2.0 practices like tagging. This last goal indicates a shift towards a 

living archive paradigm, in which the access of the archive and influence on the archive by 

the general public is becoming accepted or at least discussed as an option. 

 

However, the resistance to this influence was and continues to be voiced in the case of the 

projects mentioned above. For instance, with the start of the Library of Congress Flickr 

project came the critical questions concerning the risks: 

 
The skeptics wondered: Would the public conversation contribute to a better understanding 
of the photos or would fan mail, false memories, fake facts, and uncivil discourse obscure 
knowledge? Would a public-commercial partnership undermine the Library’s reputation for 
impartiality? Would the Library lose control of its collections? Would library catalogs and 
catalogers become obsolete? Would the need to moderate and respond to comments 
overwhelm all other work? Would history be dumbed-down? Would photographs be 
disrespected or exploited? Would entire collections be welcome or would selection of safe 

content border on censorship of historical information?
81 

 

The concerns expressed in these questions are similar to the reactions to the other case 

studies, and to the concerns raised in relation to tagging in general, as was discussed in the 

previous chapter; the fear of losing control and faulty information seeping into the archive 

being the most prevalent. Despite these concerns, the Library of Congress announced on 15 

January 2010 that “over a thousand records in the Prints and Photographs online catalogue 
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have been enhanced with information from the Flickr Commons community.”82 The Library of 

Congress is a respected institution, so this use of user generated metadata has not received 

a flood of criticism, although these are pre-emptively silenced when doling out praise, as 

exemplified by this quote from archivist Kate Theimer. She says: “before someone chimes in 

saying that we can’t update our descriptions willy-nilly based on random user comments, let 

me say that I am completely confident that the LOC responsibly verifies the information they 

receive before they change information in the catalog.”83  

After the initial phases of the steve project in which a lot of tags were gathered, staff from 

various museums reviewed all the tags in relation to the individual, specific work of art and 

determined their usefulness. In the end, “of the 36,931 terms, 88% (32,609) were found to be 

useful in museum staff review.”84 However, not all collections received the same percentage 

of useful tags, thus indicating that the type of collection or art influences the accuracy and 

usability of tags. The usefulness also depended on the “Object Type, Iconography and 

whether a work is two or three-dimensional.”85 Another important finding was that 86% of the 

whole set of collected tags were not present in the existing museum documentation.86 This 

indicates that the taggers have a different way of describing the objects than professional 

museum staff, and that the semantic gap can indeed be closed by using user-generated 

tags. Moreover, though the results of the steve project were largely positive, the negative 

aspects of tagging also came to the forefront; most importantly, the ambiguous nature of 

many tags and the vast numbers of tags. The need was felt to make the next step and start 

evaluating how these tags eventually could be used. Thus, members steve consortium 

started a project called T3: Text, Terms, Trust. This project will focus on ways in which users 

can disambiguate tags (for instance by using a faceted thesaurus) and can rank the 

usefulness of tags, in order to create more structure in the vast amount of collected tags.87 It 

also acknowledges that other important negative that many see with tagging projects – “the 
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validity and authority of tags assigned by lay users and non-experts.“88 Just as the Library of 

Congress Flickr project, steve also puts great emphasis on the importance of the validation 

of user-generated metadata by professionals. 

 

The Powerhouse museum has already integrated tags in their online catalogue, in order to 

increase the findability of objects in their database. They have separated the tags that were 

added via Flickr and have been imported from the tags that were directly added to the 

catalogue. Sebastian Chan, Head of Digital, Social and Emerging Technologies at the 

museum, said the reason for this separation was they felt the need to “keep the metadata’s 

source because this brings necessary context (the Flickr generated tags are a good source 

of content tagging but not necessarily of context tagging).”89 So even in the realm of the 

amateurs, there is a need to distinguish between their expertise if the tags have been added 

by different communities and to safeguard the provenance of metadata. 

 

For the evaluation of Waisda? I conducted an interview with a documentalist of Sound and 

Vision90, in order to get a professional's perspective on the tagging of audiovisual archival 

material. We looked at a random selection of tags that were added to two programmes, Boer 

zoekt Vrouw91 and Westerman's Nieuwe Wereld.92 The documentalist evaluated the tags 

chronologically, starting from the beginning of each programme and pausing it when a 

fragment with a tag or cluster of tags was finished. For each tag, she was asked to answer 

the question: ““Would you be surprised if you found this fragment with this term in a search 

query?”93 This is a departure from the way the av-documentalists of Sound and Vision are 

used to thinking about metadata, since they describe programmes on a broader level. At 

most there will be a description of a fragment and the time-codes that indicate the beginning 

and the end of that fragment. The Waisda? tags are linked to the specific time-code and 

therefore usually describe images or spoken words related to a few seconds of video, and 

not whole fragments. Related to this discrepancy is that Waisda? players are asked to tag 

what they see and hear, whereas documentalists add metadata based on the question: 
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“What is a programme or item about?”. This results in players adding keywords that are very 

literal, but also very general, since they often literally type in spoken words.94 Also, players 

only score points if they agree on a term, and general terms are more likely to be agreed 

upon. So, tagging can result in very literal and general tags, as opposed to the more abstract 

and descriptive terms used by av-documentalists. Although this does not mean that there is a 

100% discrepancy between tags and professional metadata, it does mean that 

documentalists might see tags as superficial and unspecific.  

 

This was indeed on of the conclusions of the Waisda? tag evaluations. Most tags were 

deemed usable based on the question “Would you be surprised if you found this fragment 

with this term in a search query?”, but would work better in combination with each other and 

not as keywords in their own right because of their non-specific nature, according to the 

documentalist. However, like in the steve project, the accuracy and usability of the tags 

seemed to be related to the content. The tags that were added to Westerman's Nieuwe 

Wereld were deemed more specific, abstract and descriptive than those added to Boer zoekt 

Vrouw. This could be caused by the nature of the programmes. Westerman's Nieuwe Wereld 

is always related to a specific topic (for instance, Americans living in the Netherlands) and 

consists of various segments each highlighting examples around this topic. On the other 

hand, Boer zoekt Vrouw does not contain distinct topics, but instead follows the goings-on of 

various farmers and the women they are dating. Thus, this indicates that the content of the 

collection chosen for tagging influences the usability of the tags, at least in the eyes of the 

professional documentalist. She also indicated an interest in filtering out the tags that also 

appear in the Sound and Vision thesaurus or that are semantically more specific, because 

these might be more useful to add to the existing metadata. However, doing this does not 

optimally serve closing the semantic gap, and more research needs to be done about how to 

use tags both inside and outside of the archive. In general, during the tag evaluation it 

became clear that the archival community and documentalists in particular are still coming to 

grips with the idea of tags and other user-generated metadata, and that a solid theoretical 

and practical framework is needed to deal with this new form of collecting metadata. 

 

That the archival community is interested in doing this is obvious. The Waisda? project was 

presented at various (audiovisual archives) conferences during which the issues concerning 

access and influence by the general public came to the fore. The list here is not exhaustive, 

but a good indication of the relevance of this subject. During the FIAT/IFTA (International 

Federation of Television Archives) conference in October 2009 Annemieke de Jong, senior 

advisor Knowledge and Information policy at Sound and Vision, presented the Waisda? 
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project at a workshop called “Metadata Creation outside of the Archive”.95 A few weeks later 

in November 2009, Johan Oomen, head of the Research and Development department at 

Sound and Vision, also presented Waisda? at the Association of Moving Image Archivists 

conference during a session on user engagement with audiovisual archives.96 Finally, in 

December 2009, a special Europeana97 workshop was held at DISH (Digital Strategies for 

Heritage). Europeana is an online portal that provides digital access to cultural and scientific 

heritage from European libraries, museums and archives. The DISH panel was in full called 

“From repository to Wunderkammer: user participation in Europeana. Developing new user 

scenarios for multilingual user-generated content.”98 During the panel, many questions were 

discussed concerning influence of the public on providing archival content and metadata, 

among which the tagging of audiovisual archival material through projects such as Waisda?. 

The fact that (audiovisual archives) conferences are including panels and workshops such as 

the ones mentioned above indicates that the archival community knows it has to face these 

new developments and has to come to grips with it. I will indicate possible ways of doing this 

in the next chapter, by discussing Ketelaar's five essential principles of the archival 

perspective in the light of the examples and issues discussed above, and present new ways 

of considering the new theoretical Living Archive paradigm and the access / influence pillar. 
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5. The Living Archive paradigm – defining current archival 
evolution through tagging 

 

 

In this final chapter I will combine archival theory, responses to tagging and the results of my 

case studies in order to suggest definitions of the new Living Archive paradigm. The five 

principles mentioned by Ketelaar in paragraph 2.2 (authenticity, the life cycle of records vs. 

records continuum, the organic nature of records, hierarchy in records and their descriptions 

and respect des fonds, provenance, original order), will form the basis for my investigation 

which will explore specifically how the practices like tagging influences them and 

consequently how these principles need to be re-established and re-defined on a more 

general level. 

 

5.1. Authenticity 

 

This point has been the most discussed among opponents and proponents of tagging alike. 

One the one hand, the wisdom of crowds and the power of the miscellaneous have been 

heralded as the most prevalent reasons to assume that not only professionals, but that the 

crowd has authority too, and can help in adding authentic information to cultural heritage. 

However, sceptics say that this will lead to a devaluation of the position of professionals, and 

the authority of the archive in general. I would say that no matter how fruitful social tagging 

and crowdsourcing in general proves to be for providing metadata, the experience and 

training of information professionals will remain invaluable in retaining metadata quality and 

in providing authentic, factual information. When high volumes of crowdsourced data are 

gathered, it will cost professionals a lot of time to make sure this data is authentic. In fact it is 

entirely probable that the effort would exceed the time it would take professionals to annotate 

the materials themselves. One possible way of preventing this could be to make sure tags 

can be reviewed by the same community that provided them. The Powerhouse Museum has 

already made this possible by allowing people to delete tags that they deem incorrect. On 

Flickr: The Commons the community regularly discusses the correctness of tags and other 

information that is provided. Also, as was mentioned in the previous chapter, the T3 project 

by steve will investigate tag disambiguation by the general public and the ranking of the 

usefulness of tags. The VU University Amsterdam is developing a version of the Waisda? 

game through which people have to evaluate the tags. The Brooklyn Museum has already 

implemented this idea in a game called Freeze Tag, which allows people to decide the 
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relevance of tags of which the relevance has been challenged by others.99 Still, however 

efficient and valuable these efforts will prove to be, the importance of information 

professionals should not be disregarded. In the end, they are trained to evaluate the 

authenticity of both content and context, which cannot be replaced by the efforts of amateurs 

or even semi-professionals. 

 

5.2. The life cycle of records vs. records continuum 

 

Many records can be consulted at any moment from any location in the digital age. This 

means that a digitally published archival record is perpetually, potentially alive, ready to be 

accessed. However, not only the fact that an archive can be accessed so easily constitutes 

the concept of a living archive paradigm. As Ketelaar says, metadata can be “created, added 

and edited at different stages of the chain, a chain never ending as long as the material is 

used.”100 With tagging, another metadata stage or layer can be added to the records 

continuum in which information specialists add tags that they have validated. 

 

There is also another space besides the professional realm of the records continuum. 

Digitised collections can also be made available on external locations, such as the websites 

and online catalogues of heritage institutions, Flickr and tagging spaces like Waisda? and 

steve. In these locations, tags and other metadata can not only be created, but added and in 

some cases edited. Records no longer only have a life in offline catalogues and databases of 

institutions, but also have external lives in the access / influence pillar of archival theory and 

practice. For instance, in the case of Waisda?, the tags that are gathered can be 

implemented in the metadata of programme websites. They can also be used to indicate at 

which point(s) during the programme a tag was added, and consequently allow users to 

navigate to these points by making the tags clickable.  

 

As becomes clear from the examples above, the records continuum is not only non-linear 

and cyclical, it is also dispersed, since metadata flows freely within various realms and can 

be used in different ways. To minimise confusion, it would be good practice to refer to the 

official record in an archival database on the external locations where tags are added, such 

as Flickr and steve. Sound and Vision has already done this on Uitzending Gemist (Missed 

Broadcast), the on-demand video website of the Netherlands Public Broadcasting 

organisation. At the end of 2009, the incremental addition of the public broadcasting archive 

from before 2004 (that was up to that point only available within Sound and Vision) to 
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Uitzending Gemist was started. Each programme that is added is linked with the Sound and 

Vision catalogue iMMix. This link with iMMix increases the findability of the materials, since 

the metadata from iMMix is now also available for people searching through Uitzending 

Gemist. Also, the link with iMMix provided Uitzending Gemist users with the option to look for 

the broadcast period of programmes.101 In this way, the archive is not only never closed, but 

exists in multiple spaces, each of which can interact with the other in the dispersed records 

continuum. 

 

5.3. The organic nature of records 

 

The organic nature of records is challenged in the digital age because there is often more 

than person responsible for creating and / or maintaining a record (Chris Hurley's parallel 

provenance). This concept becomes more problematic still when archival objects themselves 

are crowdsourced. One example of a project like this is the Great War Archive, which was 

set up by the University of Oxford and funded by JISC Digitisation Programme. The 

University placed an open call to the public, asking them to provide them with digitised 

objects originating from the period of World War I. Between March and June 2008, over 

6,500 items were collected, ranging from photos, film, audio, and text among others. People 

provided their own descriptions, tags and other metadata and kept the original, physical 

material themselves. Consequently, digital images of these original materials were placed in 

a special Flickr group in order to further enrich the metadata through tags and comments.102 

However, the quality of material and quality and validity of metadata were not always up to 

the standards of archival professionals and will need to be checked and enhanced further.103 

Be that as it may, projects like these further complicate the notion of the organic nature of 

records. First of all, this crowdsourced collection is composed of items coming from a 

multitude of different entities (a severe case of parallel provenance). Secondly, the provided 

metadata comes from three main sources (general public, Flickr, archival professionals), 

which each consist of various contributors as well. This is an extreme case of co-creation 

and maintenance, where records and creator are legions, and are all interacting with each 

other. In this way, a collection of objects truly becomes a living, organic being in its own right. 

It is necessary to very carefully document where objects and metadata come from in these 
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cases in order to not only map the organic nature of the records, but to ensure the 

authenticity of these objects and metadata as well. 

 

5.4. Hierarchy in records and their descriptions 

 

The hierarchy of descriptions in archives is based on structured taxonomies. Folksonomies 

resulting from tagging are in practically all cases 'flat' descriptions, and relations between the 

tags are not defined. For instance, in Waisda? people have used the tag 'cow' and 'cows' at 

the exact same moment in a video. However, since there is no link between these two words 

within the existing folksonomic system, no relationship between these tags is inferred. In a 

traditional taxonomy, this would be different, and the words would be recognised as 

belonging to the same part of the semantic tree (cows being the plural version of cow). 

However, the VU University Amsterdam is working on a way in which these kind of semantic 

connections can be made, in order to create a more traditional order in the folksonomy. Not 

only will plural and singular version of words be recognised and linked, relations will also be 

inferred between synonyms / antonyms, hypernyms / hyponyms, among others. This will get 

rid of some of the ambiguity that comes with folksonomies and provide a more structured way 

of organising the tags. Critics might argue that this does away with the inherent freedom of 

social tagging systems, but in order to be able to use the tags in a more traditional 

environment, it is essential to create this order. 

 

Another way in which to think about hierarchy in descriptions is to clearly indicate in the 

archival record of an object which terms were assigned by professionals, and which ones 

were collected via tagging. In this way, it is clear to the person consulting the record where 

the metadata came from, and they can judge which elements they want to use. Like Jennifer 

Trant says in the evaluation report of the steve project: “the folksonomy derived from user 

tags might serve as another layer, augmenting existing description and indexing tools, but not 

replacing them.”104 I would argue that it is necessary to also add a disclaimer about the 

quality of the tags, if they have not (completely) been checked by documentalists. This is 

already done by the Powerhouse museum. On the part of their online catalogue, where 

people can browse through the collection via user-generated tags, there is a short 

explanation about tags:  

 
Sometimes museums describe objects in language that is highly specialist and user added 
keywords are useful in bridging the 'semantic gap' between the language of the museum and 
that of the user. [...] Please note that this is an experimental way of navigating the collection 
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and that the 'accuracy' of these keywords is not verified by the Museum. We recommend 
their use primarily as exploration and navigation tools.

105
 

 

This a good way of making people aware of the origins of the keywords, but still choosing to 

incorporate them in a catalogue in order to enhance findability and to close the semantic gap. 

 

5.5. respect des fonds, provenance, and original order 

 

Traditionally, records that have a different provenance are presented (and sometimes 

physically kept) separate from other records, and in the order that the archive received them. 

This respect des fonds safeguards the preservation of the context of the records. However, 

by adding metadata to records, archives in a way add their own context. In the case of Sound 

and Vision, important collections and items contain a description, in which the documentalist 

explains what the programme is about. Even though these descriptions are as objective as 

possible, they always contain a degree of subjectivity. Especially in the case of audiovisual 

objects, it is impossible for a documentalist to describe what can be seen and heard in full, 

simply because it takes too much time. By choosing the elements that are described, other 

things are naturally excluded. By adding tags, the gaps of the parts that have previously not 

been described can be filled, but on the other hand also compromises the previously 

safeguarded 'objective' context of the record. In other words, the way in which records are 

maintained changes when metadata from sources outside of the archival institution is 

incorporated in the description of a record. In aspect three described above, the organic 

nature of records, the concept of parallel provenance was discussed, which relates to the 

provenance of records. This parallel provenance makes it possible to “identify two or more 

entities each residing in a different context as establishing the provenance of a record, even 

when they are involved in different kinds of action, for example creation and control.”106 I 

would argue that with tagging comes another type of provenance, which is not related to the 

original creator(s) of a record, but the provenance of metadata. 

 

Metadata traditionally comes with the archival records that are submitted into the archive. 

After this, documentalists and other responsible for metadata within the archive add their 

own. However, if tags and other user-generated metadata is also added to an archival 

record, it should be made clear what the provenance of this metadata is. Not only should it be 

clearly indicated that this metadata comes from an outside source which does not have the 

same authority as the metadata added by professionals (as was discussed in point four 

                                                 
105
 Powerhouse Museum Collection – Browse tags, “About ‘tags’,” Powerhouse Museum, 
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106
 Ketelaar, “Archives in the Digital Age,” p. 187. 
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above). The new Living Archive paradigm should acknowledge that metadata is now subject 

to the concept of provenance as well. Tags collected with crowdsourcing projects have their 

own context as well. This point has also been made by Sebastian Chan concerning the tags 

that the Powerhouse museum collects via Flickr: The Commons: “we will always need to 

keep the metadata’s source because this brings necessary context.”107 The Flickr tags are 

submitted via an interface in which there are comments and discussions that are relevant to 

the archival object as well. Is it important to disclose this context in the archival record where 

the Flickr tags are visible? Should there be a link to the Flickr page of the object, so people 

can see the context of where the metadata was generated as well? What happens to user 

tags and comments when they delete their Flickr accounts? There are still many questions to 

answer concerning the incorporation of user tags in archival records, but it is important to be 

aware of the fact that they have their own context and provenance, coming forth from the 

access / influence pillar that exists in the Living Archive paradigm. 

 

 

                                                 
107
 Chan, Sebastian, comment on “Re-ingesting Flickr tags from the Commons back into our collection OPAC,” 

Fresh + New(er) blog, comment posted on 27 July 2008 

http://www.powerhousemuseum.com/dmsblog/index.php/2008/07/25/re-ingesting-flickr-tags-from-the-

commons-back-into-our-collection-opac/ (accessed on 26 January 2010). 
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6. Conclusion 

 

 

While writing this thesis, there was a large gap between the first two chapters that were 

written in the Spring of 2009, and the ones that followed in the early months of 2010. In the 

period between writing these chapters, a staggering amount of papers on tagging and 

crowdsourcing and the ramifications of providing access to digital archival collections and the 

consequent influence of the general public on the metadata have been written. On the one 

hand I was afraid that my thesis would be outdated by the time it was finished, on the other 

hand it shows how relevant it is to reflect in depth on this topic, and how difficult it is for the 

archival community to come to grasps with the subject matter. What was missing from most 

of these papers was an encompassing view of what these new practices mean for archival 

theory as a whole. 

 

As was discussed in the first chapter, there are traditionally two archival pillars – appraisal 

and arrangement / description. The digital age has brought with it a third pillar, access / 

influence, whether we like it or not. In this thesis, I have used tagging as a jumping off point 

to investigate current changes in archival practice and theory. The debates surrounding it are 

similar to those concerning the opening up of archives – what happens when non-

professionals can supply metadata, will it compromise the status of archivists and 

documentalists, will it result in a mess we cannot structure? However, these debates do not 

mean that the archival paradigm has changed completely, but rather that old concepts such 

as authenticity, respect des fonds and provenance acquire an extra layer of meaning. 

Archive theory should not be re-written, but the shifts should be re-interpreted, while 

incorporating and building upon the previous paradigms. The new paradigm is just as alive 

as the archives themselves are. In the Living Archive paradigm, heritage institutions are 

bustling with activity. Archivists need to rethink their role of gatekeepers, ensuring they keep 

artefacts and metadata authentic. At the same time they need to accept that opportunities 

like tagging can benefit archives and that it does not necessarily mean that the barbarians 

are knocking down the walls they have protected for so long. 

 

Tagging can help close the semantic gap, allows archives to tap into the wisdom of crowds, 

and can potentially save money because documentalists can use the tags as metadata. This 

last advantage is especially relevant for audiovisual materials, which are so time-consuming 

to describe. Tags can also be linked to the time-codes of programmes (as in the case of 

Waisda?), which will allow people to perform intra-video search.  
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I would like to note that these (potentially) positive aspects of tagging will not work for all 

archives and other heritage institutions. Some collections might be too controversial to be 

opened up for tagging and other ones might not even be meant to be made public, such as 

secret state documents and indigenous collections (among others) that are under care of an 

archive but that are only accessible to the members of that indigenous society. Also, due to 

copyright restrictions it is still problematic to provide access to some collections.  

 

Even so, for collections that are publicly accessible and digitised, tagging might offer great 

benefits in this age of access. These benefits should be carefully considered based on the 

emerging Living Archive paradigm. Archivists are still gatekeepers in the sense that they are 

responsible for providing authentic content, placed in the right context. Tagging and other 

crowdsourcing possibilities can complement existing metadata, but it is an illusion to think 

that professional documentalists and archivists can be replaced, or become less important. 

However, it is vital to learn from new possibilities and changes that come with Living Archive 

paradigm, and to not see public contributions to the archive as the invasion of uncultured 

barbarians. There is still a lot of cultural heritage in archives that is waiting to be discovered 

by the general public. The ongoing definition of the third pillar of archival theory will ensure 

that this can take place in an authentic, controlled and at the same time open and welcoming 

environment in which archivists will keep looking for ways in which public contributions to 

information can be incorporated further. 
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