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Plan for the day 

1. A brief history of Digital Humanities 
2. The effect of the digital on humanities research 
3. Digital citation 
4. What is Data Management?



What is Digital Humanities?

Digital humanities (DH) is an area of scholarly activity at the 
intersection of computing or digital technologies and the 
disciplines of the humanities. It includes the systematic use of 
digital resources in the humanities, as well as the reflection on 
their application. DH can be defined as new ways of doing 
scholarship that involve collaborative, transdisciplinary, and 
computationally engaged research, teaching, and publishing. It 
brings digital tools and methods to the study of the humanities 
with the recognition that the printed word is no longer the main 
medium for knowledge production and distribution.  

‘Digital humanities’, Wikipedia 30/04/2019



What is Digital Humanities?

The use of information technology to illuminate the 
human record, and the process of bringing the critical 
tools of human understanding to bear on information 
technology.  

“However you define it, we're doing it.” 
––William Blake Archive Staff 

(http://whatisdigitalhumanities.com/)

http://whatisdigitalhumanities.com/


What are Digital Humanities?
• They are behaviours and attitudes for pedagogy 

(teaching) and research. 
• They are methods. E.g., Matthew Kirschenbaum: “tactical 

term” (“Digital Humanities as a Tactical Turn”, in Debates 
in Digital Humanities, ed. Matthew K. Gold [U of 
Minnesota Press, 2012], 415–28). 

• They are problems and biases. (Safiya Noble, Algorithms 
of Oppression; the work of Janice Radway). 

• They are experiments that use computation to engage 
with the intellectual traditions of humanities disciplines. 

• They are empowering! The promise of digital literacy.



The “landscape” of DH: hype, technofilia or 
technophobia?

Patrick Svensson’s “landscape” (2004): computing humanities; communicative/expressive humanities 
(blogging); multi-modal humanities. Assimilation versus distinction within and across disciplines. Should DH 
be a separate field? 

Techno-fallibilism: “[T]here is no such thing as errorless data” (Fogel and Engerman, Time on the Cross: 
The Economies of Negro Slavery, 1974). 

Jerome McGann (2001): scholars will not take digital humanities seriously until it can be shown how its 
methods and tools improve interpretation. “Computers are no more  able to ‘decode’ rich imaginative 
texts than human beings are. What they can be made to do, however, is expose textual features that lie 
outside the usual purview of human readers.” 

Neo-Luddites: “Literature is not data” (Stephen Marche); new media pose a threat to wisdom and depth 
(Sven Birkerts).  

“Digital humanists would build tools; everyone else would use them … Foundations invested millions of 
dollars trying to support this quick, painless kind of change. But for the most part, it didn’t happen. 
Instead, change has taken place slowly, and mostly through laborious retraining.” 
(Ted Underwood, Distant Horizons [University of Chicago Press, 2019], 144-45).









Going back in time …

The beginnings of humanities computing are usually located in ... 
1640! The Ark of Studies: the first filing cabinet based on 
alphabetically arranged removable entries that has been designed 
for scholarly purposes in the 17th Century. Its structure and 
function illustrate the most significant form of scholarly technology 
in the modern age before the invention of the World Wide Web. 

(See Noel Malcolm's 'Thomas Harrison and his ‘Ark of Studies’ An Episode in the 
History of the Organization of Knowledge,' The Seventeenth Century 19.2 
(2004); A. Cevolini’s edition of Harrison’s manuscript design and plan, 
published by Brepols in 2017.)

http://www.brepols.net/Pages/ShowAuthor.aspx?lid=178767






And back to the future …
• The beginnings of 

humanities computing are 
usually located in ... the 
work of the Jesuit priest 
Roberto Busa 

• In 1949, he began his work 
to create an index 
verborum for the writings 
of Thomas Aquinas





Busa, three types of textual informatics
1. Documentary (databases, archives) 
2. Editorial (reproduction of books, with additional 

features) 
3. Hermeneutic (concordances, thesauruses, and other 

linguistic tools) 

Focal points: 

• preserving cultural heritage 
• data management (representing and manipulating 

information and objects)



Some other milestones in humanities 
computing
1962: first use of computers for stylistic research on disputed 
authorship, with the Junius letters (Alvar Ellegård), and the 
Federalist Papers (Frederick Mosteller and David Wallace). 
Early 1960s: COCOA concordance program, approximately 4000 
punched cards of FORTRAN, created at University College 
London and the Atlas Computer Laboratory. Functionality 
included word-counting and concordance building. 
1965: Yorktown Heights conference initiated collaboration 
between academics and IBM 



Some other milestones in humanities 
computing
1967: “Generic coding,” a text tagging system by William 
Tunnicliffe and the Graphic Communication Association’s (GCA) 
Composition Committee, was presented at a conference for the 
Canadian Government Printing Office.  
1969/1973: Charles Goldfarb and a team at IBM developed 
Generalized Markup language (GML).  
1970s–80s: Transition from tape to disk storage(meaning files no 
longer had to be searched sequentially). 
Transformation of processing into hardware (Ibycus computer for 
searching the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae).



Some other milestones in humanities 
computing
1980s: birth of the personal computer and electronic mail. 
Apple Macintosh graphical user interface (GUI) allowed people to 
manipulate special characters and write “programming” code that 
translates to machine code (0s and 1s). 
Hypertext followed soon afterward. E.g., Patrick Connor’s Beowulf 
Workstation. 
1986: Goldfarb released the Standard Generalized Markup Language (SGML). 
1987: Text Encoding Intitiative (TEI): Nancy Ide convened a meeting to 
create a standard encoding system for scholarly texts in the humanities. It 
was the first systematic attempt to define and categorise all aspects of 
humanities texts. In 1994, the first iteration of the TEI Guidelines was 
published.  



Markup and the World Wide Web
1991: Sir Tim Berners-Lee released a document called “HTML tags,” 
which proposed 18 tags based on the SGML language for authoring web 
pages. Thus the HyperText Markup Language was born. 
1994: First official specification of HTML 2.0, published by the Internet 
Engineering Task Force (IETF). 1999: World Wide Web Consortium 
(W3C) superseded the IETF, published the HTML 4 standards.  
Early 2000s: Schism between XHTML and HTML.  
2006: Berners-Lee wrote a blog post that stated the HTML to XML 
transition had not worked. Changes to web standards need to 
incremental. Present: most of us still see (and use) HTML5. XHTML still 
used, though (epub, for example).



http://welcometothemachinemovie.com/

http://welcometothemachinemovie.com/


Some things that digital humanities might 
include
• Text analysis 
• New media studies and multimedia 
• Mapping and spatial analysis 
• Creation of digital objects (e.g. through digitisation) 
• Digital publication and scholarly communication 
• Digital pedagogy 
• Digital ethnography 
• Extended reality (XR), including applied augmented reality 
• Interactive gaming



What we’ll cover in this course

•  Working with Text 
•  Research Data Management 
•  Web and app-based text analysis 
•  Corpus Linguistics 
•  An introduction to R and Regular Expressions 
•  Statistical and quantitative research in R 
•  Qualitative research in R (stylometry, TidyText, 
sentiment analysis)



















How has the digital affected humanities 
research?



What do you need to know, and how to do it?
During MLA 2013, Natalia Cecire observed on Twitter, “1. DHers usually don’t 
see dh as panacea. 2. Admins often do. 3. DHers often need for admins to 
have this erroneous belief.” 

Quinn Dombrowski, Academic Technology Specialist at Stanford (2019): 
“I’ve never felt technical enough to stray anywhere close to titles like 
‘developer’, ‘programmer’, ‘hacker’, but looking back over the long arc of 
my involvement with technology, being one has never been my goal… [Y]ou 
don’t necessarily have to be your idea of ‘technical’ to undertake this work 
— by becoming part of a community, you can make it work with curiosity, 
persistence, and being technical enough.” 

(https://digitalhumanities.stanford.edu/technical-enough). 
      

     

    

  

https://digitalhumanities.stanford.edu/technical-enough


Some ‘recent’ milestones

• The Text Encoding Initiative project was launched in 
1987 

• The British Library’s OPAC 97 went online in May 1997 
• The £50m NOF-digitise programme was launched in 1999 
• PROCAT (the Public Record Office Catalogue) was 
launched online in June 2000 

• The Times Digital Archive was first published in 2003, 
alongside the Old Bailey Online



Running in parallel

• In 1989 Tim Berners-Lee wrote ‘Information 
Management: a Proposal’, which led to the WWW 

• Google was founded in 1998 by Larry Page and Sergey 
Brin 

• Wikipedia arrived on 15 January 2001 
• Facebook was launched in 2004 
• Twitter came in to our lives in 2006







The impact of the digital

• The digitisation of catalogues was a key first step to opening up 
archival, library and museum collections 

• This was followed by the increasing digitisation of the 
collections themselves, which has transformed research and 
access 

• The web created new opportunities for communicating 
research, as well as becoming an object of study in its own 
right 

• Digital tools and methods began to be used to explore new ways 
of conducting research, even to ask new kinds of questions



The British Library Reading Room inside the British Museum, Bloomsbury, before the move of the British 
Library to its current location at St.Pancras https://imagesonline.bl.uk/?
service=page&action=show_page&name=history-page&language=en 

https://imagesonline.bl.uk/?service=page&action=show_page&name=history-page&language=en




Are we doing anything new?

• Beginning to move beyond simply answering existing 
research questions more quickly, using a larger corpus 

• Interdisciplinary collaboration is leading the way – 
humanities researchers working with data and computer 
scientists, archivists and librarians, computational 
linguists, medical researchers etc. 

• Not simply applying computational techniques to 
humanities research



















https://vpcp.chass.ncsu.edu/listen-ambient-sounds/




What next?

• Ever-improving digitisation techniques, including automatic 
handwritten text recognition 

• Development of new methods for searching sound and image 
(still and moving) 

• The challenge of born-digital data – scale, access, trust and 
authenticity 

• A move away from our current (over-)reliance on keyword 
searching



 
Digital citation



‘Is there any way of obtaining accurate page 
numbers for parts of the sources? Although the 

whole site is fantastic for research, it makes 
citation very difficult’



Reasons for not citing digital resources

• Concern over stability and permanence 
• URLs are not easily human readable 
• URLs are too long – they don’t easily fit on the pages of a 

printed book or journal 
• Lack of recognition for new publishing formats (why not 

cite blogs?) 
• Unwillingness to adapt to new citation practices (‘it’s too 

hard!’)









Digital Object Identifier



Why do you cite something?

• To demonstrate that you’ve read something 
• To allow others to retrace your steps, sometimes even to reproduce 

your research 
• To alert readers to the existence of primary and secondary sources 

that are relevant/interesting and, crucially, to allow them to find 
those sources themselves 

• Citation underpins academic research, so why are so many people 
actively misleading their readers by citing something they haven’t 
in fact read?









Why is digital citation important to get 
right?
• The version of a text that you looked at is very important, and 

this needs to be apparent to your readers 
• The digitised version of a newspaper or book is a completely 

difference object from its analogue original, and this may affect 
your findings 

• The creators of digital resources need to be able to demonstrate 
usage, and their labour deserves to be recognised 

• Digital resources are mutable, and it is important to identify the 
point at which you consulted them
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