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So�ware Source Code is Precious Knowledge

Harold Abelson, Structure and Interpretation of Computer Programs (1st ed.) 1985

“Programs must be wri�en for people to read, and only incidentally for machines to execute.”

Apollo 11 source code (excerpt) �ake III source code ( excerpt )

Len Shustek, Computer History Museum 2006

“Source code provides a view into the mind of the designer.”
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https://archive.softwareheritage.org/swh:1:cnt:64582b78792cd6c2d67d35da5a11bb80886a6409;origin=https://github.com/virtualagc/virtualagc;visit=swh:1:snp:3c074afad81ad6b14d434b96e705e01d184752cf;anchor=swh:1:rev:007c2b95f301f9438b8b74d7993b7a3b9a66255b;path=/Luminary099/THE_LUNAR_LANDING.agc;lines=245-261/
https://archive.softwareheritage.org/swh:1:cnt:bb0faf6919fc60636b2696f32ec9b3c2adb247fe;origin=https://github.com/id-Software/Quake-III-Arena;visit=swh:1:snp:4ab9bcef131aaf449a7c01370aff8c91dcecbf5f;anchor=swh:1:rev:dbe4ddb10315479fc00086f08e25d968b4b43c49;path=/code/game/q_math.c;lines=549-572/
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Calling for preservation: UNESCO

UNESCO, Inria, So�ware Heritage invite
40 international experts meet in Paris . . .

The call is published on Feb 2019

“[We call to] support e�orts to gather and preserve the artifacts and narratives of the history
of computing, while the earlier creators are still alive”
https://en.unesco.org/foss/paris-call-software-source-code
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Calling for preservation: Donald Knuth and Len Shustek

Communications of the ACM, February 2021

"Telling historical stories is the best way to teach. It’s much easier to
understand something if you know the threads it is connected to."

Let’s Not Dumb Down the History of Computer Science
Donald E. Knuth, Len Shustek

https://doi.org/10.1145/3442377

A unique opportunity

most of the creators are still here: we can talk to them!
but the clock is ticking. . .
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Some popular approaches, and why they do not fit the bill

A - Since the 1970’s 1990’s
.zip or .tar file on:

�p server

web page

document archive (+ DOI)

B - Since the 2000’s
Rely on so�ware forges

institutional or project ones

free commercial ones: BitBucket,
GitHub, GitLab, . . .

C: a mix of the two

Can get no satisfaction. . .

A Poor user experience

B Preservation?

C Can do be�er
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Forges are not archives!

2015: the first big bad news

Google Code and Gitorious.org shutdown: ~1M endangered repositories

broken links in the web of knowledge (my papers too)

Big bad news keep coming in

summer 2019: BitBucket announces Mercurial VCS sunset

july 2020: BitBucket erases 250.000+ repositories (including research so�ware)

summer 2022: GitLab.com considers erasing all projects that are inactive for a year

In Academia too!
2021: Inria’s old gforge is unplugged. . . breaks the Opam build chain for OCaml

We need a universal archive of so�ware source code: now we have one!
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So�ware Heritage in a nutshell www.so�wareheritage.org

T H E  G R E AT  L I B R A RY  O F  S O U RC E  C O D E

Collect, preserve and share all so�ware source code

Preserving our heritage, enabling be�er so�ware and be�er science for all

Reference catalog

find and reference all
so�ware source code

Universal archive

preserve all so�ware
source code

Research infrastructure

enable analysis of all
so�ware source code
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Universal so�ware archive, principled http://bit.ly/swhpaper

One infrastructure
open and shared

Largest archive

Technology

transparency and FOSS

replicas all the way down

Content (billions!)

intrinsic identifiers

facts and provenance

Organization

non-profit

multi-stakeholder
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An international, non profit initiative built for the long term

Sharing the vision

And many more ...
www.softwareheritage.org/support/testimonials

Donors, members, sponsors

Diamond sponsor

Bronze sponsors

Gold sponsors

Silver sponsors

Platinum sponsors
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Solid foundation for archive and reference

Archive (12B+ files, 180M+ projects)

Git
loader

Mercurial
loader

Debian source
package loader

pypi source
package loader

.

.

.

Software Heritage Archive
Merkle DAG + blob storage

Loading
& deduplication

dsc

dsc

hg

hg
hg

git
git

git git

svn

svn

svn

tar

zip

software
origins

Package
repos

Forges
GitHub
lister

GitLab
lister

Debian
lister

PyPi
lister

.

.

.
Distros

...

Scheduling

Listing
(full/incremental)

tar

origins

snapshots

releases

revisionsrevisions

directoriesdirectories

contents

save.so�wareheritage.org

deposit.so�wareheritage.org

Reference (25 billion SWHIDs)

Intrinsic, decentralised, cryptographically
strong identifiers, SWHIDs

Now supported in SPDX 2.2, Wikidata etc.

An example is worth a thousand words

Compare the links to code in this �artz 2016 article and this 2019 blog post

R. Di Cosmo roberto@dicosmo.org (CC-BY 4.0) Preserving our So�ware Heritage October 19th 2022 9 / 10

https://save.softwareheritage.org
https://deposit.softwareheritage.org
https://www.softwareheritage.org/2020/07/09/intrinsic-vs-extrinsic-identifiers/
https://www.softwareheritage.org/2020/07/09/intrinsic-vs-extrinsic-identifiers/
https://www.softwareheritage.org/2020/05/13/swhid-adoption/
https://qz.com/726338/the-code-that-took-america-to-the-moon-was-just-published-to-github-and-its-like-a-1960s-time-capsule/
https://www.softwareheritage.org/2019/07/20/archiving-and-referencing-the-apollo-source-code/
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Reference (25 billion SWHIDs)

Intrinsic, decentralised, cryptographically
strong identifiers, SWHIDs

Now supported in SPDX 2.2, Wikidata etc.

An example is worth a thousand words

Compare the links to code in this �artz 2016 article and this 2019 blog post
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https://save.softwareheritage.org
https://deposit.softwareheritage.org
https://www.softwareheritage.org/2020/07/09/intrinsic-vs-extrinsic-identifiers/
https://www.softwareheritage.org/2020/07/09/intrinsic-vs-extrinsic-identifiers/
https://www.softwareheritage.org/2020/05/13/swhid-adoption/
https://qz.com/726338/the-code-that-took-america-to-the-moon-was-just-published-to-github-and-its-like-a-1960s-time-capsule/
https://www.softwareheritage.org/2019/07/20/archiving-and-referencing-the-apollo-source-code/
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R. Di Cosmo roberto@dicosmo.org (CC-BY 4.0) Preserving our So�ware Heritage October 19th 2022 10 / 10



Working together

A great challenge

collecting, curating, preserving and telling the history of landmark so�ware

So�ware Heritage’s commi�ment

provide archival and reference infrastructure
humbly contribute some tools to the vast preservation landscape

the SWHAP source code acquisition and curation protocol
the So�ware Stories approach to interconnect historical data with source code

Let’s work together

alone we go faster, together we go further
ancient african saying
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