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Good morning everyone

It gives me great pleasure to be able to take part in this interesting and innovative forum that will, we all hope, help crystallise some of the important challenges new communications technologies present to us all.

Cultural heritage organisations, especially, are challenged by these. In the case of libraries, charged with collecting and storing information that documents our national story, the challenge is quite daunting, I imagine.

I think the reason I am here today is not that I possess any particular expertise in this area.  Rather, it is because I had several interesting conversations a year or so ago with Marie-Louise Ayres, the Manuscript Librarian here at the National Library of Australia, on the question of my own papers which are deposited here and which I am still adding to.  

My most recent deposits have been comparatively sparse, we noted, because so much business is now done by email.  Whereas once I had thick folders of letters and other papers each year, now my annual records were slim volumes containing very little, and almost none of it personal. 

Most of my communications these days are by email. Which raises the question as to whether and, if so, how these communications can be preserved and collected.  Does the National Library really want me to keep the hundreds, if not thousands, of mails I receive in the course of a week, many of them routine or even rubbish?  

If we are to start keeping emails, what are the protocols for what is to be kept, and how is it to be stored?  At what point, and in what format, do we give it to the library?  And how of on earth will a researcher in, say, 2050, be able to access this stuff.

Assuming, of course, that anyone is still researching and writing the way we understand it today in 2050.

We also discussed the question of websites, blogs and social networking sites and how these fitted into the issue.  The National Library archives websites and blogs – and has been doing so with mine for some years now – but the question then became: should they also be archiving Facebook and other social networking sites?

In order to address some of these questions, let me backtrack a little….

Last year, I spent some time in the Manuscripts room, one of the greatest pleasures a researcher can have.

I looked at two sets of papers: General Sir John Monash, and Sir Keith Murdoch.

With Monash, I was interested in his correspondence with his sister Mathilde.  There were several folders of letters, most of them interesting, but none revealing what I was looking for. But while I was delving through the various boxes, I took the opportunity to flick through other folders. One of them was labelled “People met socially”. 

I could not resist.  There was an outside chance that the folder might contain the information I was seeking but if not, there might be some interesting titbits.  Forerunners of modern day gossip.  And there was.

While he was in London just after World War 1 Monash documented his social life rather obsessively, making notes on where he dined or partied – and with whom.  One memorable note recorded a dinner he’d been to at Buckingham Palace, hosted by the King and Queen.  The other guests, Monash noted, were Mr Woodrow Wilson and Mrs Wilson, and Rudyard Kipling.  

Quite a table!

But it got me thinking: would such encounters be recorded today? The Royal Archives would presumably keep records but these are notoriously inaccessible. Would today’s Generals keep their invitation cards and give them to libraries?  But how would you know who else was there?  Minor points, I know, but it is these details that give histories their flavour.  Will we still have them in the future?

My second example is with the papers of Sir Keith Murdoch.
  I was interested in learning more about Murdoch’s role in the promotion of modern art in Melbourne during the 1930s and 1940s. In particular, I wanted to know about his recruiting of Joseph Burke to be the inaugural Herald Professor of Fine Art at the University of Melbourne, a post Murdoch created and funded to celebrate the Allied victory in the Pacific in 1945.

I found the correspondence between Murdoch and Burke and read through it, and gathered the information I needed, including some good quotes from Murdoch about his expectations of Burke.  But what really surprised me about the exchange of letters was that Burke’s were all on No 10 Downing Street stationery.  

Perhaps it is common knowledge among art scholars but it was certainly news to me that when Joseph Burke was recruited to become Australia’s first Professor of Fine Arts he was the Principal Private Secretary to the Prime Minister of Great Britain, Clement Atlee.  Indeed, Burke attended the Potsdam Conference with Atlee.  It was perhaps just a detail but, to me, a significant one that added a new layer of interest to the story I was telling.  And you needed to go to the papers, to the original correspondence, to get it.

While I was there, I also thumbed through other of Murdoch’s papers and – as a former journalist – got quite a kick out of seeing his daily critiques of the (Melbourne) Herald.  Murdoch had a system of sending his top editors a regular commentary on what was good or – more often – wrong with each day’s paper.  These were done on a printed form that his secretary typed comments onto which he often further elaborated with handwritten notes.

They are a remarkable record of a newspaper proprietor’s micromanagement of everything from font size to headline writing to story placement.  And without these papers they would not be there.

We know that Sir Keith’s son, Rupert, inherited his father’s fondness for micromanagement but we also know that he tends to do it on the phone, or in person.  There will be few, if any records, of how Rupert interfered with the running of his media empire.

I suspect with Rupert’s son and heir, James, there will be even fewer footprints.  I know nothing about James’s work patterns but we can be pretty confident he is an email sort of guy, probably also using Blackberry or IPhone and face time as his primary methods of communication.  Unless he, and his minions write memoirs, we won’t know what he did and said.

ALL THIS IS BY WAY OF BACKGROUND to the topic I am meant to be addressing: how do we preserve such information today?  And what is the role of libraries in aggressively seeking out and capturing such information, since we can be pretty confident that Rupert Murdoch will leave far fewer papers to the National Library – or whatever his preferred depository is – than his father did. And I would make an educated guess that James Murdoch will probably leave no papers at all.

Papers are so last century.

A related question, also, is how to manage transient technologies, and what strategies to adopt in the face of the rapid evolution not just of communications technologies but also delivery mechanisms.

I still have some wonderful tapes from the National Library’s oral history project. They are a taped interview between the artist Constance Stokes – the person I am writing about in my latest book – and Barbara Blackman. The trouble is: the tapes are cassettes, and who these days has a cassette player?  

I think I am probably one of the last people in Australia to still have a car with a cassette player so if I want to listen to these tapes – as opposed to merely read the transcript – I have to get in the car and drive around for a couple of hours.  And I’ve done it!

Similarly, in 1992, when I was working in Canberra, in the office of the Prime Minister Paul Keating I communicated almost daily with my partner who was back in New York by fax.

There was no email in those days, post was too slow and the telephone too expensive. Fax was great.  It was instantaneous and was relatively cheap. I kept all his faxes in a folder.  Maybe one day they would become part of my papers in the National Library, I’d thought.  Until I looked at them not so long ago.  I discovered a bulging folder of blank pages.  

Thermal faxes.  Need I say more!

 I WILL NOW LOOK at the subject of websites, blogs and social networking sites.

While I find each of these valuable and indeed essential tools that I make daily use of, I find myself being very pessimistic about whether these tools have the ability to deliver the same level of accurate and nuanced information that I was able to glean from the papers of Sir John Monash and Sir Keith Murdoch.

Let me talk first about my website.

You can look at it on the screen: 

http://www.annesummers.com.au/
(Don’t look too closely, or you will see that it has not been updated for a while).

And that, I find, is one of the biggest problems with self-managed websites.  They take some expertise although I have a simple program that allows me to update the site myself with just the occasional desperate phone call to the webmaster.  But they take time. For a website to be useful, it has to be up to date.

When I was constantly updating mine, and using it to broadcast information relevant to the book I was promoting at the time, I was attracting a huge amount of traffic for a small site such as mine. Interestingly, more than half of it was from outside Australia.

At the moment, my site is pretty static. I still get quite a few visitors but nothing like the numbers I used to get when I was actively engaging with it on an almost daily basis. These days, I use it to promote my books:
 

http://www.annesummers.com.au/books.htm
(although I am unable to sell them from the site).

And I use it to post my latest articles 
 

http://www.annesummers.com.au/articles.htm
 

and speeches.  

http://www.annesummers.com.au/speeches.htm
Again, I have been fairly quiet on both those fronts lately as I have been away from public view, finishing a book.

Then there’s the blog:
http://annesummers.com.au/blog/  (scroll up and down when on screen)

I started this a few years ago partly as a way to promote my new book The End of Equality and partly to try to generate some discussion around women’s issues which were then being pretty much ignored by the mainstream media.

As with my website, I update the blog myself. But I do find it technically daunting and often I fail to upload images, let alone videos, that I would like to see on the blog.

I had great difficulty doing this during the US election campaign in 2008 and gradually stopped using the blog. I have returned recently and hope to be able to make more regular contributions. But again, it is a matter of time.

And that brings me to Facebook.

This is my Facebook page:   

http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=621958012&ref=profile#/profile.php?id=621958012&ref=profile 
I have been using Facebook for about 18 months. I check it out most days, sometimes many times a day – especially when I am trying to write!  (Facebook is full of writers filling in time between inspirations!) I have 500 “friends” of whom perhaps 150 are people I actually know. I think it is true to say that not one of my actual friends is a Facebook friend but many of their children are.

There is a competitive element, initially, in wanting to have lots of friends.  But it is impossible to catch up with let along match some of my young friends, some of whom have several thousand friends.  Now I’ve got to 500 I will coast along and accept new friends as they invite me, but I won’t bother to seek out further friends. Nor am I using it as much as I used to.

What do I use it for?

Sending messages to friends.  This is a time-wasting way of communicating since it is quicker to just email people direct, but there is a certain cachet to sending messages via Facebook.  It used to be very clunky but now that people’s messages are in the notifying email, you can read the message without having to log on to Facebook.  That saves a lot of time.
Posting information.  I do this a fair bit, usually newspaper articles and especially columns from the New York Times by people such as Paul Krugman, Maureen Dowd and Frank Rich.  I find this probably the most useful function of Facebook.  It enables you to share information and views with all your “friends”. More importantly, however, from my perspective it provides a permanent storage place for such columns.

Often when I linked to such articles on my website or blog, they would disappear after a certain time.  On Facebook, they are preserved.  I have 100 such columns preserved at present, making it very easy for me to retrieve and refer to them.

The Entertainment element of Facebook is the least interesting to me.  I only very occasionally post funny videos or photos and I never use the Funwall.

I don’t post family photos, although I know this is a very popular function for many people. And I don’t look at my Home page very often, to see what my “friends” are doing, but when I do, I like the fact that sometimes none of their postings are in English.  My “friends” are from all around the world:

http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=621958012&ref=profile#/home.php?ref=home
Perhaps the two most interesting functions of Facebook are the ability to use it for the marketing of specific events, and to promote causes.

Last year, I used it to promote events in Sydney and Melbourne where I was talking about my latest book, “On Luck”.

I can’t show you the event image because it has lapsed, but it did prove to be quite useful, and brought to the events people who would not otherwise have known about them.

Facebook is also good for promoting causes. An example is a group I started last year to support a project that was being run by my partner called the Pen Poem Relay. This was an initiative under the auspices of International PEN designed to highlight the lack of freedom of speech in China. 

A poem written by an imprisoned Chinese writer, Shi Tao, was sent virtually around the world, broadly following the course of the Olympic Torch relay, from PEN centre to Pen centre, being translated into the language of that centre, and able to be viewed – and listened to – via a website.

The Facebook group was designed to publicise the poem relay and website:
http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=621958012&ref=profile#/group.php?gid=26678370649
It was very successful inasmuch as it alerted people who were not in PEN to the relay.  In a few cases, people from countries that had not been originally included in the relay asked for the poem to come to their countries, they translated it and they organised support for it. The poem ended up being translated into 100 languages – a powerful use of literature to achieve political protest.  

The use of Facebook to support and publicise this protest was an early experiment in organising on a global scale around a cause and barely scratched the surface of what is possible.  I think it has great potential, but I am not sure how relevant it is to our primary purpose today. 

Sure, cultural heritage institutions could monitor and store these activities as something of a snapshot of social and political activities of the day, but by themselves they do not tell us a lot about their genesis, their development or whether or not they are successful.

THE MOST USEFUL two functions of Facebook, in my experience, are the way it enables people to connect with each other, and the ease with which one can post information, especially already-published material.  But each of these benefits also have disadvantages.

I love the way Facebook enables people to find each other.  I have found, and been found by, long lost friends, especially from other parts of the world.  This is great, even if it is superficial. I have noticed that none of these “reunions” has been accompanied by deep-felt sentiments.  It’s more a scoring, a bit like accumulating Facebook friends.  However, it is good to know that if you want to, you can contact someone you knew twenty or thirty year ago.

The other side is that anyone can find you – and, believe me, they do.  I get many, many messages, mostly from young women. Some of them are students, who want me to help them with assignments – they are doing essays on feminism: how can I refuse!
 

I also frequently receive long messages from, again mostly young women, who want to engage with me on issues to do with women’s lives. One thing that is striking about Facebook – in my experience at least – is the total absence of abusive messages.  Unlike email where people feel free to say the most extraordinarily hostile and abusive things – usually anonymously, of course.

The second useful function is the ease with which published information can be shared and stored via Facebook.  Few publications these days don’t have widgets allowing articles to be “shared”.  All it takes is a click of a button and the article has been posted to your Facebook site.

It is so easy. In fact, it is too easy and I see it as a problem.
 

Marie Louise Ayres asked me a year ago whether my Facebook page was replacing the blog and the website.  I said at the time: 

“This is a difficult question and one that I think will take time to resolve.  There may be no "answer".  What I am finding is this:  it is now extraordinarily easy to post an article from a newspaper or other publication, including blogs, onto Facebook as the links are builtin and require just a click and it's done.  (This is also a further example of the globalisation of brands via Internet browsers).  

“By contrast, posting an article from one of these sources onto my blog is always difficult and, increasingly, impossible as the host site blocks articles being copied and pasted.  I know there are technical solutions to this but I have not yet found the time to sit down and resolve them.  And while it is so easy to post stuff on Facebook, there is not much incentive to do so.  

“However, I do feel a responsibility to people who are - or used to be - regular readers of my Blog and I feel I should try to find a way to keep it up and make it as interesting as Facebook is or can be.  As I said, part of the problem is a technical one - how to post stuff - but there is also a question of sheer time.  How much time per day can one allocate to email, facebook, websites and blogs and still be able to do the work one needs to do? I think all of us are grappling with this one and I don't know anyone who has solved it - except those people who resolutely avoid social networks of any kind”.
 

Since then I have developed new concerns.

The crisis that is currently overtaking newspapers and indeed threatening their very viability has great implications for what I have been talking about. As newspapers cut back, on staff and therefore on quality, their contents shrink in quality if not in quantity. 

Content is being “dumbed down” and it is not difficult to envisage a world a few years hence in which the pool of printed material from which to choose will be a narrow one that reflects circulation-seeking media obsessions.  Today, these obsessions include celebrities, sport, drinking (especially when it involves sporting celebrities), body image and so on.  If you want to get really depressed check out those lists of the most-read articles on the websites of any of our major newspapers and see that people are mostly attracted by the sexy, the sleazy, the weird, the violent – but rarely by the informative, the uplifting or the inspirational. Who know what these obsessions will be in the future? But we do know that the broadsheet newspaper model with its wide range of news and opinion and feature material, and the quality magazine with long reflective or investigative articles, may soon be a thing of the past.

Last week, the Seattle Post-Intelligencer, the major daily for the city of Seattle, became the first newspaper to stop printing and move entirely to the Web. We know that Web-based newspapers invariably are dumber than their newsprint counterparts.  Look at the Sydney Morning Herald website for instance.

Time magazine provided a gloomy assessment last week of where newspapers may be heading.  The Huffington Post or HuffPo, as it is known, the daily web-based publication is being touted as the new model for journalism.

It has “55 paid staffer, including Huffington.  Twenty-eight of them are editorial, compared with more than 1,000 at the New York Times. Open the site on any given day and you will be greeted with copy from the Associated Press, contributions from unpaid writers, stories whose legwork was done by other news outlets and a smattering of entries from the site’s five reporters.  In terms of traditional newspaper content, that’s about the level of a solid small-town daily”.

This publication, which has 3000 unpaid bloggers, many of them celebrities – I bet you really cared what Alex Baldwin thought of the US Presidential campaign! – attracted 8.9 million unique users in February this year.  It is highly profitable, so much so that in this era of credit drought, Huffington was recently able to raise $25 million to expand the business whose function she says is to “curate the news”.

She is, she says, “a news aggregator with attitude”.
 But as the sources of news distribution shrink, they are being replaced by the propagators of attitude. By blogs in other words, where anyone can express a view on anything.  I am not going to get into the issues of the blogosphere – that is a whole other paper.

I just want to say that I can see the day fast approaching where there will be precious little material – i.e. content - for me to post on my Facebook page.  At which point it will revert to just being a site where I occasionally touch base with people, some of whom might be actual friends.  It might soon lose its point.

 

I FINISHED MY LETTER (it was an email actually) to Anne Marie Ayres by summarising my own current practice, from the point of view of what materials I might have that could go into my papers at this Library:

“I still write letters, I print out emails (both incoming and outcoming) that I think might be significant and file them with my papers, I text. [But I don’t Twitter.] In other words, I take advantage of most of the communications methods available to us now; I think what is happening is that we now have different layers of communication techniques and we use whatever is appropriate for the situation.  

“Some of them such as texts and many emails are ephemeral but others may be significant.  For instance, once all communications with a publisher concerning a new book would be in writing or in person.  These days, the in person meetings still happen occasionally but letters have been replaced by email, except in the case of a contract which is still in hard copy and needs to be signed.

 

“There are so many issues here, and the world is evolving rapidly.  I am glad you are taking such an avid interest in it all, and I happy to keep a dialogue going with you as we discover more about how modern technology is affecting our communications.  

“One thing that I have noticed about myself, and it worries me, is that we have become so reliant on being able to access any information at all on the Internet, that we become impatient when something is not thus accessible and I worry about whether research methods will suffer as a result”.  

Let me conclude by expanding on that point. I wonder whether our approach to research will change as a result of the ease with which we can now command information from so many sources from our desks, via our computers.  I have been astounded at what I have been able to access in researching my latest book, via email, Internet searches, Google books and – finally although not yet complete – the digitisation of Australian newspapers.  As we become more and more reliant on these methods will we increasingly choose not pursue the research that requires us to leave our desks, to travel, to battle with unfamiliar catalogues, waiting times, and then when we have the manuscripts, to have to struggle with difficult handwriting and so on. The end result may be that we will become less creative in our approach to research and, like the newspaper examples I just gave, research will become more homogenised.  Writing will be poorer for it.

There is also the problem of accuracy and consistency when referencing material from the Internet.  As Time magazine put it last week, “On the Internet, after all, nothing is set in stone; everything can be rewritten. History can be changed with a simple refreshing of the page”.

This happened to me with a citation just this week.  When my copyeditor checked the reference to a website that had provided details of a ship and its voyages in 1939, the same website address led her to a dating agency that used the name of that ship!

But the far bigger problem is that we may never leave our desks at all. 

Let me give you an example from my current research: I needed to know something about Mathilde Monash, sister of General Sir John Monash. I found easily enough online that the National Library has correspondence between the general and his sister but of course the letters themselves cannot be read online.  I had to decide whether it was worth a trip to Canberra to read through a few folders that probably wouldn’t shed any light on what I am looking for.  

As you know, I took the trip, and read the papers and although I did not find what I hoped would be there, I discovered other things that made the experience a worthwhile one.  But I am an old-fashioned researcher and love this stuff.  But what about the next generation who know no other way of researching?
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