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Nanotechnology—long the realm of science-fiction[NEA]; now moving into science fact—deals with the control of
matter on a small scale, often nanometers.

Microformats also work on a small scale. Instead of controlling matter, microformats shape markup.

The World Wide Web has been described as “small pieces, loosely joined.” Microformats are extremely small
pieces but, like nanotech, their strength lies in how they can be used in aggregate.

Buckyballs!

The vision of the Semantic Web is a noble one. Spearheaded by Sir Tim Berners-Lee himself[TBL], it is a vision of a
Web of services that can interchange information easily. Imagine booking a plane ticket to a city and having your
computer tell you that your favourite band happens to be playing in that city while you are there or that some friends of
yours will also be passing through.

While the vision is laudable, the implementation has ranged from disappointingly slow to downright non-existent.
The proposed implementation envisions a separate Semantic Web that co-exists alongside the current web of hypertext
documents. This Semantic Web uses XML, specifically RDF, to encode data in such a way that machines can easily
parse it.

The underlying technology for this vision of a Semantic Web exists. The problem is that nobody is implementing it.
The technology is just that bit too unwieldy for widespread adoption.

Aitch Tee Em Ell

While the Semantic Web has seen little or no take-up, the hypertext web has exploded in growth. HTML, the lingua
franca of the World Wide Web, is relatively easy to learn. Anyone can publish a Web page.

HTML hasn’t been without its ups and downs. For a long time, it was abused. The table and font elements were
used to lay out Web pages in a similar manner to desktop publishing. These hacks no doubt also contributed to the
Web’s explosive growth but at the cost of HTML’s purpose as a markup language. Even now the belief persists that
HTML is primarily a language for layout and formatting.

The Web Standards movement[WSP], with its emphasis on the separation of structure and presentation, allowed
HTML—and its latter-day cousin, XHTML—to return to its roots as a markup language for applying semantic structure
to content. With CSS rightly recognised as the correct tool for styling documents, publishers began to use HTML as a
true markup language.

Markup and Up and Up

HTML is remarkably robust at applying general document structure: headings, paragraphs, lists, and so on. It provides
some elements for more specific content—quotations and definitions, for instance—but stops short of explicitly
providing elements for every possible contingency.

But that’s okay. HTML provides some general-purpose elements (div, span) and attributes (class, ID) that can
be used to embrace and extend the semantic meaning of a document. Also, there are some existing HTML attributes that
are under-used because browsers tend to ignore them; rel and rev, for example.


www.princexml.com
Prince - Personal Edition
This document was created with Prince, a great way of getting web content onto paper.
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If enough people began to use these pieces of markup in a consistent pre-defined way, the result would be a
hypertext web with greater semantic fidelity. While this lowercase semantic web couldn’t hope to equal the richness of
the uppercase Semantic Web, it has one big advantage: it exists today.

Paving the cow paths

Microformats are the nanotechnology for creating a semantic web from the existing hypertext web. At heart, they are
little more than patterns: agreed-upon pieces of semantic markup[ORG].

Microformats are not an attempt to create a theoretically perfect data interchange format. Instead, microformats take
what people are already publishing and sprinkle in some extra semantic richness.

Crucially, the focus with microformats is on ease of publishing. This might sometimes make it harder for machines
trying to harvest and aggregate microformated data but it ensures a low barrier to entry for publishers. The philosophy
behind microformats is:

People first, machines second.

This solves the chicken and egg situation that inevitably forms around any new format: why should anyone publish in a
format if there is no technology making use of that format? Because microformats are accessible to anyone who with a
knowledge of HTML, their take-up has been phenomenal. As a result, there are now many tools for collecting and
aggregating microformated content... which of course leads to even more microformated content being published.

Visibility
An important difference between microformats and other forms of metadata is that microformated content is visible to

the end user. Invisible metadata tends to rot: out of sight, out of mind. Because microformats exist inside the existing,
visible hypertext web instead of being ghettoised to a separate Semantic Web, they are more likely to be maintained.

Elemental, my dear Watson

The simplest microformats are often described as being elemental. Sometimes these are as simple as using a single
attribute with pre-defined values.

rel-license

The rel-license microformat uses the rel attribute to explicitly define a linked document as the license for the current

document.

Licensed under a <a href="http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0/"
rel="license">Creative Commons 2.0 license</a>.

vote-links

The vote-links microformat uses the rev attribute to explicitly define the current document as a vote for or against the
linked document.

I agree with

<a href="http://richarddawkins.net/home" rev="vote-for">Richard Dawkins</a>

about those
<a href="http://www.icr.org/" rev="vote-against">creationists</a>.

By themselves, rel-license and vote-links are nice semantic additions but their real power lies in aggregation. Like
nanobots, they work best in a swarm. Search engines, for example, can refine searches to content with certain licenses
or weigh search results based on the consensus of votes.
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Compound it

Compound microformats are slightly more complex than elemental microformats. They usually involve adding
attributes to more than one element.

hCard

The hCard microformat is used to explicitly mark up content in a web page as being contact information. This can be as
simple as just explicitly associating a URL with a person:
<span class="vcard">

<a class="fn url" href="http://richarddawkins.net/home">Richard Dawkins</a>
</span>

Microformats can be easily combined. The url field from an hCard can also have a vote-link applied.

<span class="vcard">
<a class="fn url"
href="http://richarddawkins.net/home"
rev="vote-for">Richard Dawkins</a>
</span>

hCards aren’t limited to just names and URLs. They can store as much or as little contact information as required:
email, telephone numbers, physical addresses. It’s important to realise that hCard is used to mark up contact
information that is being published anyway: there is no obligation to publish any additional data. If you’ve never
published your email address online, don’t start just because you’re using hCard.

The names of all the fields in hCard come straight from the vcard format[CAR]. Rather than reinventing the wheel
and coming up with yet another format, it makes sense to stand on the shoulders of giants and simply re-use formats
that have already been worked out.

hCalendar

In the same way that hCard is one-to-one mapping of vcard’s vocabulary, hCalendar steals all its field names straight
from the iCalendar standard.

Pattern recognition

hCalendar makes use of a design pattern called the abbr pattern. The abbr element in HTML is used to make
abbreviations explicit, using the title attribute. In our everyday language, we often abbreviate dates and times. I
might say “next Monday” when I mean “Monday, May 21st, 2007.”

<abbr title="2007-05-21">next Monday</abbr>

hCalendar uses the abbr pattern in conjunction with the names from iCalendar to explicitly markup events.

<span class="vevent">
<a class="summary url" href="http://2007.xtech.org/">XTech 2007</a>
runs from
<abbr class="dtstart" title="2007-05-15">April 15th</abbr>

to
<abbr class="dtend" title="2007-05-18">18th</abbr>
in
<span class="location">Paris</span>.
</span>

Grey goo

Microformats are not supposed to mark up every conceivable form of data. Instead, the same lazy philosophy that
borrows class names from existing formats is applied when deciding what data should even be considered for the
microformat treatment. Are people publishing this data already? Can the data be marked up in regular HTML with
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enough semantic meaning that a microformat isn’t required? Can existing microformats be recombined to mark up this
data? Would a microformat solve a real-world problem?

Microformats are small and limited by design. If in two years’ time we find ourselves living in a Tower of Babel
formed of hundreds of microformats, then the technology will have failed.
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