


History in the Digital Age

The digital age is affecting all aspects of historical study, but much of the existing
literature about history in the digital age can be alienating to the traditional his-
torian who does not necessarily value or wish to embrace digital resources.
History in the Digital Age takes a more conceptual look at how the digital age
is affecting the field of history for both scholars and students. The printed copy,
the traditional archive, and analogue research remain key constitute parts for
most historians and for many will remain precious and esteemed over digital
copies, but there is a real need for historians and students of history to seriously
consider some of the conceptual and methodological challenges facing the field
of historical enquiry as we enter the twenty-first century.

Including international contributors from a variety of disciplines – History,
English, Information Studies and Archivists – this book does not seek either to
applaud or condemn digital technologies, but takes a more conceptual view of
how the field of history is being changed by the digital age. Essential reading for
all historians.

Toni Weller is a Visiting Research Fellow, formerly Senior Lecturer, at
De Montfort University, UK, and editor of the international journal, Library &
Information History. Her publications include Information History in the
Modern World: Histories of the Information Age (2010), The Victorians
and Information: A Social and Cultural History (2009) and Information
History – An Introduction: Exploring an Emergent Field (2008).
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Introduction
History in the digital age

Toni Weller

History, as a field of enquiry, is standing on the edge of a conceptual precipice.
Since the popular advent of the World Wide Web in the mid-1990s, scholars

have been drawing attention to the potentials and pitfalls of electronic resources
in historical study. Seamus Ross has recognized that ‘the growing dependence
of society upon digital information will change the fabric of source material
available to historians’.1 For Terry Kuny, ‘we are moving into an era where
much of what we know today, much of what is coded and written electronically,
will be lost forever. We are, to my mind, living in the midst of digital Dark Ages’.2

William J. Turkel has argued that ‘the use of digital sources … completely
changes the landscape of information and transaction costs that historians have
traditionally faced’.3 And yet others still have suggested that historians are
facing a fundamental ‘paradigm shift’ in our understanding and practice of
traditional history.4 This book argues that whilst the digital age is affecting all
who practice and study history professionally, historians do not need to learn
new technologies or computer codes; they do not need to become computer
scientists. Indeed, I would argue that part of the problem thus far has been too
much emphasis on historians becoming something they are not; to the detriment of
the fundamental skills and expertise that is the craft of the historian. This
misplaced emphasis has had the consequence that the majority of historians,
whilst aware of some of the challenges the digital age is creating, are not
actively engaging with these very fundamental issues. Instead the challenge of
the digital age is ‘relegated to more marginal professional spaces – to casual
lunchtime conversations or brief articles in association newsletters’ in the words
of Roy Rosenzweig.5

For the most part this discourse has been disparate, and between information
professionals, archivists or ‘digital historians’, those historians directly interested
in technological innovation and practice in their scholarship, rather than the
vast majority of traditional historians. Students studying history at university
are now themselves digital born, and take for granted that resources and com-
munication not only are, but should be, available online. There is, to a certain
degree, a generational divide between students and teachers, although this is not
as simplistic as it sounds since established scholars have a much deeper tradition of
historical rigour from which to draw. We find ourselves then in an odd



paradox: for the most part, current historical scholars do not really engage with
the conceptual impact of the digital age despite using digital resources in their
work, and consequently current students of history are often not taught to think
about these conceptual issues or to apply traditional historical methodologies to
their everyday digital and online experiences.

This book attempts to fill the gap between those historians who are actively
engaging with the issues of history in the digital age – or, digital historians – and
the majority of traditional historians and students of history. It is an attempt to
throw a conceptual spotlight on some of these issues which have remained for too
long on the corner of mainstream historical discourse. Much of my own research
and teaching has been on the origins of the information age and links between
the nineteenth century and the modern information society. In the course of
discussions with colleagues, students and interested amateurs alike, it became
increasingly clear that there was a strong distinction between those historians
who were professionally engaged in digital tools and technologies in their work,
self-styled ‘digital historians’, and those who really did not consider the subject
within their remit at all, despite regularly using email, distribution lists, digitized
newspapers or images and many other online resources. It was also evident that
students, particularly undergraduate students, do not think of Wikipedia or a
source found on Google or via a database in the same way they think of a hard copy
paper source. Digital material is not enough removed from their own everyday
experiences to seem to warrant different consideration. More to the point, whether
you are a historian of the late twenty-first century or of the Middle Ages, there is
now source material available digitally but few history departments at universities
are teaching information provenance in the digital age as part of historiography.
Conversely, in my experience of also teaching and researching in information
departments, information provenance forms a central role in any course. His-
torians themselves are not teaching digital provenance because they, too, tend
to overlook it; living in the digital age means we take it for granted.

With these experiences in mind, it also became clear that there was no
existing book, aimed at traditional historians, rather than digital historians per
se, which tried to grapple with some of the more conceptual questions and
issues that were impacting upon historical study caused by the digital age itself.
This, then, is the concern of this volume, both in terms of reconsidering the
way in which we use and apply original material that has been digitized, but
also reconsidering the way in which future historians will have to engage with
the contemporary historical record.

Ways of studying and researching history have changed exponentially in the
last two decades but these changes need to be more fully considered and
absorbed into the mainstream of historical discourse. The chapters in this book
are grounded in the practice and experience of pedagogic practice and historical
research of the authors since ‘it is through practice that history … is constructed,
mediated, communicated and responded to’.6 However, while there is discussion
of technological developments and digital projects, the heart of each chapter, and
the book as a whole, is rather more holistic. Much of what follows in this
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collection is unchartered territory in mainstream historical discourse, although
to a digital historian this may be familiar ground, albeit a good introduction for
students. The chapters almost inevitably raise more questions than they answer
but this is an essential starting point in order to reconsider our relationship
with the historical record in the digital age.

Digital history

It is worth making a clear distinction at this point between digital history (or digital
historians), and historians more generally in the digital age (the remit of this
book). Most historians are not digital Luddites. Scholars now use at least some
form of digital resources, from email and the internet to scholarly databases or
discussion lists, alongside more traditional sources and methodologies. But for
most historians, the challenges of the digital age are not ones that are seen to
directly concern their research or teaching. Andersen’s suggestion that ‘learning
to use a database, scan materials, and query that database all consume time that
could be used to write’ is probably a reasonably accurate reflection of the way the
majority of historians perceive digital scholarship.7 To some extent this is a rather
naive and blinkered attitude. History in the Digital Age aims to engage tradi-
tional historians with some of the issues that are irrevocably changing the ways
in which we do (and will) interact with the past. However, there is a school of
historical thought which has embraced the digital age wholeheartedly and, whilst
not the main audience of this book, must be acknowledged for their significant
contribution to developing our understanding of history in the digital age.

What has come to be termed ‘digital history’ is a recognized sub-field of the
discipline which has gained increasing validity over recent years. In an online
‘interchange’ discussion hosted by the Journal of American History, William
G. Thomas III posed the following definition of digital history:

Digital history is an approach to examining and representing the past that
works with the new communication technologies of the computer, the
Internet network, and software systems. On one level, digital history is an
open arena of scholarly production and communication, encompassing the
development of new course materials and scholarly data collections. On
another, it is a methodological approach framed by the hypertextual power
of these technologies to make, define, query, and annotate associations in
the human record of the past. To do digital history, then, is to create a
framework, an ontology, through the technology for people to experience,
read, and follow an argument about a historical problem.8

In other words, digital history is directly engaged with the role new digital
technologies can play in presenting and representing the past, both in terms of
the utilization of such technologies in scholarship and teaching, but also in
considering new methodologies resulting from them. Implicit in this definition
is that digital history can frame new types of research question thanks to the
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unprecedented connectivity and interactivity of the digital age. This is a stimulating
prospect and one with which several of the chapters of this volume engage.

Dan Cohen has contended that ‘it is now quite clear that historians will have to
grapple with abundance, not scarcity’ in terms of the digital historical record.9

There are indeed millions upon millions of digital pages available to view –

digitized historical documents and images as well as newly created web pages and
databases, not to mention personal emails, texts and digital photographs. Such
saturation can have the effect of slowing down research, requiring time and energy
to sift through the superficial to find something pertinent. In some ways one could
argue that the historian has always had to sift through material to find the relevant
sources but the explosion of digital, and public, publication has certainly exacer-
bated this issue. There is also no getting around the fact that much of this digital
born material is lost, deleted or on outdated media before it is preserved for
future use, and that even if it is currently used by historians or students of history,
the same rigorous historical methodologies are not always applied to digital and
online material as they are to more traditional analogue sources. There remains
a degree of condescension and suspicion towards digital resources from many
mainstream historians, which can be counterproductive.

Whilst digital history is an exciting and forward-thinking field of enquiry, its
very concentration on technology and digital tools means that it can be alienating
to more traditional historians. The vast majority of historians have not yet
begun to confront such changes, nor, for the most part, have they begun to
really engage with what the digital age might mean in terms of the future of the
historical record. This book does not aim to pose itself as a digital history
textbook, nor is it necessarily for self-proclaimed digital historians; it does not
wish to preach to the converted. Rather it offers an accessible overview of some
of the key issues for traditional historians, and for students of history, who
engage with online and digital resources in their research and teaching but
whose primary concern is not technological development in the field. Its focus is
not technological but conceptual, whilst recognizing that digital history and
history in the digital age are not mutually exclusive concepts.

There is of course an irony that any printed book or article discussing such
dynamic concepts as this one runs the risk of dating before it even makes it to
print. As many others have noted, the traditional forms of publication in history
are not suited to the fast-changing discourses of the digital age – demonstrated
by the fact that most pure digital history texts tend to be in the form of websites,
blogs and online articles and journals rather than the traditional historical
outlet of the monograph.10 This is particularly evident in the publications that
first responded to the internet and the digital age back in the 1990s and early 2000s
where the focus was largely on new forms of technology and how to apply it to
historical research. These volumes suffered both from the technology they descri-
bed becoming dated within just a few years and also, and significantly for the
historian, an over-emphasis on technical description and explanation which
alienated those without an understanding of computing, and used language that
was lacklustre and dry to scholars more comfortable with prose.
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I am not unaware therefore of the irony and potential pitfalls of a published hard
copy book discussing history in the digital age. However, it has been a conscious
choice to produce a hard copy book rather than online tools and there are three
main reasons behind this choice. First, in terms of dynamic contemporary
responses to the digital age, digital historians are doing it better and faster online.
This book does not aim to compete with them in this respect. Second, this book’s
audience is the more traditional historian or student of history who is less familiar
with the key issues than the specialist digital historian. Traditional historians, by
and large, remain more comfortable with the printed book. Third, the central
remit of this book is not to describe new technologies or prescribe how to ‘do’
research online with new tools. Such approaches do date quickly. Its concern is
to explore and introduce some of the more conceptual issues that are changing
history as a discipline, both now, and for the historian of the future. Such
conceptual issues date much less quickly than technological overviews, and since
most traditional historians are not as familiar with them as digital historians, there
is room for discussion and consideration. This book is, fundamentally, an intro-
duction to the other much more dynamic and reactive debate that is out there,
but produced in such a way that is accessible rather than alienating to the
majority of historians and students of history.

History in the digital age

Since digital technologies abound, surrounding us in every aspect of life, it can
be easy and obvious to focus on these new technologies themselves rather than the
bigger questions they pose for historical thought. Much digital history discusses,
quite rightly, the profound implications of preservation and access but there are
also some fundamental issues which are often overlooked with regard to the
interaction between historians and the historical record itself. As Rosenzweig has
argued in a highly succinct and articulate summary of the issues, ‘the problems are
much more than technical and involve difficult social, political, and organizational
questions of authenticity, ownership, and responsibility’,11 but, as this book
argues, they are also about interpretation, analysis and engagement – those
fundamental tools of the historian.

New technologies have long suggested new and different ways of exploring
the past. The print revolution of the nineteenth century saw newly affordable
publications claiming they would preserve ‘the life of the times’ where its contents
would serve the future scholar in order to ‘teach him the truth about those that
have gone before him’.12 In the 1880s, the railways, telegraph and telephone had
introduced such revolutionary changes to the speed in which communication
took place that ‘relations of time and distance’ had been so affected as to predict
‘a degree of ambiguity which … will lead to complications in social and com-
mercial affairs, to errors in chronology … and prove an increasing hindrance to
human intercourse’.13 Even the Wellsian ‘World Brain’ of the 1930s suggested
profound implications for the way people of the future might communicate and
record knowledge for posterity.14 This collection of essays does not suggest a
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Whiggish progression or uniqueness to the digital age. However, there are some
unique challenges faced by historians of today and tomorrow. Historians ‘need
to be thinking simultaneously about how to research, write, and teach in a world
of unheard-of historical abundance and how to avoid a future of record scarcity’.15

Such a paradox creates conceptual challenges that were unthought-of only a few
decades ago.

For clarity, let us list some of these challenges (and the following two lists
are by no means exhaustive):

� The preservation of original hard copy material by digitizing it (scanning,
microfilm, photograph, etc., and storing in a database or other digital format).

� The preservation of digital born material (capturing a webpage with all its
hyperlinks and interactions, a text message, an email, a photograph, a word-
processed document or database, the interactions on a social networking
website).

� Issues of migration to new formats, including the rapid obsoletion of
hardware and software.

� The costs of access and dissemination, and migration and preservation –

can individual scholars afford to do this (can they afford not to?), should
universities be paying for access, howmuch should be government funded? Are
such projects sustainable long term?

� Stability of technologies (on a very basic level, it is all very well digitizing your
notes or using an electronic referencing tool, but what use is it if it becomes
outdated or obsolete within a few years?).

� How to preserve the original experience when a source is digitized or preserved
in a different format? Does the historical interpretation change when the
original is altered?

� The potential transience of the contemporary historical record.
� Public history and public involvement (will the future role of the professional

historian be increasingly public as well as scholarly? Do wikis and blogs and
YouTube forms of dissemination help or hinder historical understanding?).

� Divisions between archives and material in public repositories and those in
privately funded hands with commercial interests.

� Issues of ownership and copyright (if something is available digitally, is it
protected? Can it be copied and pasted? Is it still being referenced properly, and
how can we accurately reference when digital links and hyperlinks regularly
change or break?).

� Information provenance (where has this source originally come from? Why
and when was it digitized? What was not digitized?, i.e. digital collections
are not necessarily the complete collections).

� What constitutes an original document when digital material can be edited
so easily and so invisibly?

� The intangibility of digital material (historians of the future will increasingly
be unable to physically touch a handwritten diary or letter since many will
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be preserved digitally or have been originally created in a word processor,
email package or mobile phone application).

� Teaching history students about engaging with all of these digital experiences
(this requires a degree of application from historians themselves to value
teaching such issues and, in some cases, retraining an older generation of
historians and educating them about the issues).

The first list is of more practical concern and whilst historians should be
involved in such debates and decisions, the majority would probably not engage
with such topics in their own research. The second list though is the one which
has profound conceptual and methodological implications for every historian, and
for the way in which we understand and study history. Arguably, ‘professional
historians need to shift at least some of their attention from the past to the
present and future and reclaim the broad professional vision that was more
prevalent a century ago’.16 This means engaging more directly with some of
these issues, and ensuring that our students are doing so as well.

The changing historical record

Preservation of an item – whether digitally born or digitized hard copies – presents
many challenges, but for the historian there is another issue to consider: preserving
the original experience. In 1964, Marshall McLuhan argued that ‘the medium is
the message’.17 By this he suggested that the medium and the information content
within it had a symbiotic relationship, that the medium influences how the
message is perceived. The classic example used by McLuhan is that of a lightbulb –

although a lightbulb does not have information content per se, it is a medium
that manifests social affect by creating light where there was dark. For him, ‘a
light bulb creates an environment by its mere presence’.18 In terms of a television
news report, it may be less about the content of the news story and more about
what is deemed socially acceptable to broadcast into one’s home. For the historian
then, this can be taken one step further: the medium does not only change the
message but it can also change the interpretation. In the digital age when
information content and source material is regularly moved from one type of
medium to another – paper to digitized form, upgraded from a cassette disk to
a USB device, or even printed from screen to paper – historians must remember
to note the original experience, the original medium, as much as note the actual
content of the source itself.

Whilst searching for news articles on a particular subject in a digital database
is undoubtedly quick and easy, it is completely removed from the original
reader experience of physically holding and searching the original tangible
object. As any historian knows, context is everything – where a particular arti-
cle is situated on a page or within an issue gives us clues about the value and
importance placed upon it by the editor, helps us understand how a contemporary
reader would have first seen the item, and can give us intangible but very sig-
nificant contextual information which may be lost in a digitized collection. Even
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the scent of a letter can give us clues about the paper on which it was written.
One such example from a Portuguese archive is worth noting. One historian
using the archive ‘read barely a word, instead, he picked out bundles of letters
and … ran each letter beneath his nose and took a deep breath … ’. When asked
what he was doing it was discovered that he was a medical historian documenting
outbreaks of cholera:

When that disease occurred in a town in the eighteenth century, all letters
from that town were disinfected with vinegar to prevent the disease from
spreading. By sniffing the faint traces of vinegar that survived 250 years and
noting the date and source of the letters, he was able to chart the progress
of the cholera outbreak.19

Whilst the text of the letters could have been reproduced digitally, the scent of
the paper would have been lost. Potentially such details could have been included
as metadata, but that would necessitate an appreciation that it was important
enough to note, and the research interests, needs and methods of the future are
never predictable. As William J. Turkel has highlighted, technology is changing
fast enough that it is now possible to capture original smells through chemical
markers,20 but realistically not many historians would have the inclination or
resources to use such technology.

Similar points may be made about the way in which digital born material may be
used as part of the historical record in the future. A digitally created document may
not be embedded with the scent of vinegar but each one will be time and date
stamped allowing a new form of temporaneous comparison and analysis. Web
pages might be preserved or emails saved or printed out for posterity, but as soon as
the format is altered, the original experience is changed. Preserving a web page
might allow a historian to see the content and imagery originally present, but would
it also archive the pop-out ads or tailored links to the individual user which form
such a large part of the digital ephemera? These may not be deemed worthwhile
sources now, but they are part of social history in the twenty-first century.

In his essay on museums and public history Graham Black argued that

In selecting what to collect, they [museums] define what is or is not history. In
preserving their collections in perpetuity, they act as a permanent memory
store. In the way they display and interpret that material evidence, they
construct and transmit meanings.21

Georg Hegel and Quatremere de Quincy, the first critics of museums, complained
during the early years of the nineteenth century that the museum would end up
destroying history rather than preserving it because it would take objects out of
their historical context.22 Similar fears have been voiced over digital collections:

Unlike conservation practices where an item can often be treated, stored and
essentially forgotten for some period of time, digital objects will require
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frequent refreshing and recopying to new storage media. Keeping the ‘ori-
ginal’ digital artifact [sic] is not important. Further, refreshing or ‘copying’
of digital information will not be confined to merely moving from one
storage medium to another but will also entail translation into new formats
or structures.23

The very act of choosing material to include is a subjective and selective act. Like-
wise, in digital terms, ‘scholars who structure historical documents with markup
languages such as XML make choices – often quite good choices, but choices
none the less – about which elements of a document are most important. But
future readers of those documents may have other interests or concerns, or may
have other ways of scanning them’.24 This applies equally to any archive of hard
copy documents which has to be periodically ‘weeded’ for its perceived value to
researchers or society, most usually due to restrictions of physical space or
resources. The same issue is evident in the selection of what contemporary
digital born material to preserve. It is not possible to preserve every single
website, blog, email or text ever sent. Likewise, not every single letter, diary,
photograph or newspaper in printed form has been preserved (as historians know
only too well); there will inevitably be gaps in the historical record. The question
is how much digital born material we should be making a conscious effort to
preserve and who is the arbiter of such decisions. The potential black hole of
source material for the future historian is every bit as compelling as the tradi-
tional discourses of the lost voices in history – the illiterate, women, the poor
or other minority groups. As Rosenzweig, among others, has shown:

the absolute nature of digital corrosion is sobering. Print books and records
decline slowly and unevenly – faded ink or a broken-off corner of a page.
But digital records fail completely – a single damaged bit can render an
entire document unreadable. Here is the key difference from the paper era:
we need to take action now because digital items very quickly become
unreadable, or recoverable only at great expense.25

Traditionally, preservation of records has been the remit of archivists or curators
rather than historians. Thus far, information professionals, librarians and archi-
vists, rather than historians, have had more sustained engagement with the issue
of preservation of the historic record in an age of transience,26 but the digital
age is altering the way in which we interact with the historical record. At the very
least, historians need to be thinking about their methodologies, and those that they
are teaching their students, to ensure they remain valid. Alexander Maxwell makes
the very valid argument that historians, more than any other field of scholars,
use highly eclectic source material, where ‘anything can be a source of historical
insight: even old phone books have their uses’.27 Maxwell’s article, while focusing
on the practical requirements of digital material, also forcefully demonstrates the
attitude of historians that the original printed material is paramount. This is
undoubtedly true when you are studying something from decades or centuries
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ago, but becomes a blurrier issue altogether when you start to think about
preserving the current historical record.

Preserving the current historical record has its own complications. Traditionally
historical collections have been largely the preserve of public or state institutions –
libraries, museums and archives. Indeed, most traditional funding for such
institutions has come directly from the state or public donation. The digital age
is changing this balance. Resources such as The Internet Archive, a semi-private
organization that began archiving the web in 1996, are very valuable entities,
but are considerably fragile and dependent upon one or two individuals for
content and funding. The Internet Archive also has a commercial side since the
actual technical ‘crawling’ of the web is done by the company Alexa Internet
and used to monitor patterns of behaviour online. Alexa Internet was bought
by Amazon in 1999 for $300 million, a sum of money of which most national
libraries can only dream of attracting. It also does not get around the issue of
preserving the originality of experience, although this may be almost impossible
to do for the internet since preserving one page requires every page connected to
it by hyperlinks to be preserved also, potentially ad infinitum. While the internet
might be free to search (once you have internet access), private companies are
fast realizing that there is money to be made in online collections. Traditional
scholarly journals now have to offer online archives of articles as well as (or in
some cases, instead of) print copy. Scholars and students expect online access to
at the very least the catalogues of large collections. Digitization and preservation
is not a cheap business to be in, so some private investment will be increasingly
necessary, but this creates other questions for the historian.

Most significantly, it begs the question again of who is responsible for preser-
ving the historical record in the digital age. Should it be the remit of private
organizations? Do organizations, public and private, have their own agendas in
terms of what they choose to preserve? Indeed, such questions are not new ones –
what has been preserved as part of the historical record has always been the
consequence of what was deemed fashionable, influential or political of the day.
However, are traditional historians applying such basic historical methodology to
digital resources or practice? Are we teaching it in our schools and universities?
There seems to be a sense of pervading blinkeredness; because digital experiences
and sources abound in our everyday lives, they are not deemed to require such
fundamental historical questioning. In 2009 I gave a paper at a JISC (Joint Infor-
mation Systems Committee) sponsored conference panel in Ireland in which
I explored the mutability of the past and present in the digital age.28 My two
panel members gave fascinating accounts of their usage of digital newspaper data-
bases in order to facilitate their research but both admitted that it had never occur-
red to them that they were searching for articles out of context and that they had not
considered the role of original experience in the way in which they were using
the results. Undoubtedly, they had been able to use the databases to facilitate their
research in new ways, but they had forgotten to apply basic historical methodology
whilst doing so. I would venture that there are traditional historians guilty of
doing the same thing when using digital resources, and that students of history
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are particularly guilty of doing so, in part, no doubt, because digital informa-
tion provenance does not tend to feature in historiography discussions.

There are two issues here then. One is of current scholars using digitization to
explore, access, preserve and disseminate materials where the original may be
decades or centuries old. The other is the question of historians of the future who
wish to study the period from the mid-1990s onwards where much ‘original’
material was digital born. The potential transience of digital born resources is a
pertinent one for the historian. The delete key has a dangerous potency when it
comes to historical evidence. This is true not just of web pages and URLs
(Uniform Resource Locators) but also emails, text messages, voicemails – all
types of evidence which for previous generations would have been committed to
paper, possibly in multiple hard copies. The ‘fragility of evidence in the digital era’
is significant.29 At the same time, historians of the future may suffer from there
being too much material of which to make sense. The Clinton Administration
produced close to 40 million emails during their eight years in office (1993–2001), a
figure which no single historian would ever be able to access and consider in
their lifetime.30 Turning it on its head, one does not really know how many of
those automatically archived email messages are directly related to presidential
business and how many were discussing office gossip or arranging personal
social affairs. Of course, to the historian, the latter can be just as valuable when
considering social history of the period, where ‘anything can be a source of his-
torical insight’.31 And arguably of course, the historian has always grappled
with the reality that they may never be able to examine every single relevant
source for their topic; the digital age has just introduced this on a whole new
scale. Even if one subscribes to this latter thought, it still has profound implica-
tions for the ways in which historians of the future will be able to conduct their
research and what questions they choose to ask of the historical record.

The Arts and Humanities Data Service (AHDS) in the UK had the aim, in part
at least, of preserving the original technology (rather than the information content,
per se) in order that the original experience can be maintained when software
and hardware became obsolete. As well as just migrating information content
from floppy disk, to CD, to USB, to whatever comes next, the original experience
is as preserved as possible by being able to view material on the original hardware.
This is a good aim in theory but since all hardware breaks or wears down even-
tually, making it increasingly difficult to fix or replace, this strategy is what
Rosenzweig has termed ‘backward-looking’.32 In addition, as digital technologies
become more advanced, preserving the original experience becomes increasingly
difficult since the content and the hardware become increasingly removed from one
another: you can now check your email or browse the web on any computer screen
in the world that has an internet connection as well as on your mobile phone
handset. Viewing on a small touch screen is a different, more intimate experience
than viewing on a computer screen at a desk. We cannot possibly preserve all
original experience but we should, as historians, be aware of the implications such
differences make. A response to an email via your mobile phone while you are out
shopping will most likely be shorter and less considered than a response to the
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same email made at your desk from the leisure of your own home. As historians
we are taught from first principles to ask the basic questions ‘who, what, when,
where and why?’ of any source, but are we really applying the same rigour to
digital sources that form part of our everyday experiences? More to the point,
are we teaching such things to students of history who will be the historians of
the future? In my experience the answer to both seems to be largely ‘no’.

Despite efforts by The Internet Archive and other national institutions to
build up a picture of web content, some websites, famous on their inception, but
now defunct, have been permanently lost.33 Although most historians would not
use the content of Wikipedia for research purposes, it is one of the few websites
which maintains a complete log of all changes and edits. However, this is not
the same as seeing the older page in its original form. The architecture of the
internet means that ‘at any moment in time you can only get to the current
representation of a resource… The old representations – the one from yesterday,
the day before, from a year ago – they are gone forever.’34 This means that
historians of the future wanting to utilize digital born content will have to
develop new research and provenance skills.

Historians of the future may also find themselves in a challenging position
over their very role. The digital age has allowed the interested amateur or
independent scholar to express themselves alongside professional historians
through the mediums of personal websites or, increasingly, blogs.35 This can be
hugely democratizing in terms of putting people (and their knowledge and
resources) in touch with one another but also needs to be treated with some
caution. One does not know for sure the authority or provenance of something
found on the internet and blogs should be investigated the same way as any
other source. Recognition from academic institutions certainly helps to sort the
wheat from the chaff. The Cliopatria Awards, for example, based at the History
News Network at George Mason University in America, have been running
since 2005 and recognize the best history blogs. Wikipedia, although generally
not recognized as a scholarly work, is a good example of the democratization of
history created by the digital age. In the words of Roswenzweig, ‘a historical work
without owners and with multiple, anonymous authors is thus almost unimagin-
able in our professional culture’, and yet, he concludes, the types of buried historical
metadata on such open source websites as Wikipedia offer significant and insightful
contextual details that affect interpretation. For example, the ‘History’ page on each
Wikipedia entry records the IP addresses of anyone who made an edit on that
entry, when they did it and exactly what they did there. Such details provide clues
as to how popular a particular topic is over another one, whether it is largely
the work of a small few or many hundreds, how topical it is, the quality of the
entry, and so forth.36 It is the digital equivalent of marginalia. Even more sig-
nificantly, Roswenzweig argues, historians should take note of websites such as
Wikipedia, blogs and suchlike, because our students do. We must give consideration
to sources used by the next generation of historians, discuss the advantages and
limitations of all sources, and essentially not forget to teach basic historical
methodology and critical analysis in digital research.
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At the George Mason University in Virginia, USA, a pioneer in digital
history, there have been some innovative examples of how to teach students about
the provenance of the digital materials they use everyday, whilst also getting them
to think about traditional historical methodologies. In 2008, a course entitled ‘Lying
About History’ set up a hoax Wikipedia entry for a turn-of-the-century pirate,
Edward Owens. In addition, YouTube clips, blogs and genuine historiographical
research into the period and context added authenticity to the Owens character.37

Arguably, the project also demonstrated the potential ease with which people
could debunk inaccuracy in the digital era (as T. Mills Kelly, the historian behind
the idea, suggested, it was much harder for anyone to check the validity of the
Victorian Fiji Mermaid).38 Yet, I have certainly had experiences with students in my
classes who assume Wikipedia is absolute truth (or simply do not check), or that an
image they have found via Google is authentic and unedited. What was most
interesting were the issues the hoax seemed to raise about historical ethics. One
commentator argued that in deliberately planting a hoax inWikipedia, the historian
in question had also deliberately introduced a credibility question mark over
Wikipedia as a whole: if one article is fake then how many others may be fake?39

Text is not the only thing that can be manipulated or faked – images can also be
misused or altered, something long recognized by scholars.40 When the periodical
press first began introducing illustrations and engravings during the mid-nineteenth
century in Britain, many of the images were drawn by artists who were not
even present at the events on which they were supposedly reporting first hand.41

Even the co-creator of the Illustrated London News (ILN), Henry Vizetelly,
acknowledged the misleading nature of published images, observing that as far
as the ILN went, there was ‘not even a single authentic engraving in the opening
number derived from an authentic source!’42 Roger Fenton’s powerful photo-
graphs of the Crimean War are still debated as to whether or not they were
deliberately staged for dramatic effect.43 The Cottingley Fairy Photographs
from 1917 were convincing enough to fool Arthur Conan Doyle as well as sti-
mulate great public debate about their authenticity.44 In one undergraduate
seminar class I ran on Fascism, I asked students to watch several propaganda
clips supposedly from the 1940s that were freely available via YouTube and
then to discuss them in class. I deliberately gave the students no other information
about them. One of these clips was of an animated black and white Winnie-the-
Pooh cartoon which had been dubbed with rousing German music and German
subtitles redolent of Nazi propaganda. Not one student queried whether it
might have been a fake; it was assumed that the Nazis had chosen an English
cartoon (produced by an American company) deliberately for maximum effect. It
was only after some directed class discussion that the issue of authenticity, prove-
nance and basic chronology arose, as well as querying who might have uploaded it
in the first place and why.45 The seminar was vital in trying to challenge some
of the predisposed assumptions that if it is online, it is true.

Historical controversies like those above, or such as the Hitler Diaries or
Holocaust deniers, should be a staple part of any history course on historiography
and methodology. Hoaxes and frauds in historical study are not new to the
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digital age, but the very ubiquity of online information and communication can
mean that students, but also some academics, sometimes do not see the woods
for the trees. These are exactly the sorts of questions, debates and discourses that
we should be having in the digital age – not just with ourselves as professional
scholars, but with our students as well.

Contributing chapters

Whilst each chapter can be read in isolation, holistically they offer a thought-
provoking collection. As a discipline, History is constantly renewing itself and
re-exploring the dynamic relationship between the past, the present and the
future. Historians perhaps need to reconsider some of the things we have pre-
viously taken for granted. This collection encourages both the established and
the emerging scholar, as well as the student of history in the digital age, to
really question how the field of history is changing all around us and what the
impact of this might be for the discipline. It includes international contributors
from a variety of disciplines – History, English, Information and Archival Stu-
dies – and many of the chapters allow for a cross-national perspective (with
focus on UK, American and Canadian practice) as well as a cross-disciplinary
one to ensure that the discussion is as inclusive as possible. The digital age
is one which requires a multi-disciplined approach. The book does not seek to
either applaud or condemn digital technologies, but rather to take a more holistic
view of how the field of history is changing in the digital age. Nor does it
attempt to make distinctions between different types of electronic records or
artefacts. Such ‘semantic debates’ are, as Kuny has argued, ‘of questionable
utility’ in an age when ‘digital’ is so ubiquitous.46

This introduction has offered an overview of the changes and challenges
the field is facing, exploring some of the literature and situating the chapters that
follow. The book is divided into four interconnecting sections, each of which
focuses on a particular aspect of history in the digital age: re-conceptualizing
history, studying history, teaching history and the future of history in the digital
age. Each chapter offers its own references and notes for further reading.

In the first section, Re-conceptualizing history in the digital age, the three
chapters explore how the practice of history itself is changing thanks to the impact
of digitization and digital technologies. David J. Bodenhamer (1) argues that the
spatial humanities, specifically spatial history, are allowing new and innovative
scholarship in the field to raise new questions about how space has influenced
human behaviour and social, economic, political, and cultural development.
This is followed by Luke Tredinnick’s (2) chapter on remediating historicized
experience. He suggests that one consequence of our everyday use of media
digital technologies is the tendency for history to become a cultural artefact that
is self-consciously manufactured through individual and collective participation.
In so doing, they have collapsed the distinction between the present and the truly
historical. This has, argues Tredinnick, profound consequences not only for how
we think about the nature of history, but also for the ethical contexts within
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which historians and history pedagogues work. The third chapter in this section
by William J. Turkel, Kevin Kee and Spencer Roberts (3), explores the ways in
which historians, and students of history, need to reconsider traditional research
methods whilst also making the vital point that the digital age is an age in flux.
They make an argument which is fundamental to the purpose of this book as a
whole; the onus should not be on prescribing which technologies or databases
to use, but rather that scholars themselves should become ‘more mindful about
their method … not as something that one acquires once and forgets about, but
rather as something that one practices every day, making continuous small
improvements over the course of a lifetime’.

The second section, Studying history in the digital age, develops some of
these themes by considering history in practice. These chapters are not focused
on digital technology per se, but rather use the authors’ experience of digital
technologies in order to pose important questions about how such resources can
challenge our understanding of source material, historical practice and metho-
dology. JimMussell (4) engages with the poignant thought that we are now so used
to engaging with digital versions of printed objects, we no longer reflect seriously
on the transformations necessary to get them from the archive to the monitor.
He also notes, as do many of the contributors to this book, that material in digital
form is not constant; it can be altered, amended, compressed and republished in
ways that traditional sources cannot be, and most significantly, this can be done
behind the scenes without a user necessarily registering that changes have taken
place. Rosalind Crone and Katie Halsey (5) continue this argument in their
exploration of the history of reading. Using the Reading Experience Database,
or RED, as an example, they demonstrate the behind-the-scenes issues involved
in creating a historical database – how source material is collected, edited and
its provenance assured. Their argument shows that not only is serious historical
consideration with the material vital, but new methodological questions and
practices are created in the process. Historians are able to engage with tradi-
tional source material in totally new ways and, in so doing, create entirely new
possibilities – and problems. They also ask the question of to what extent the
actual process of online cataloguing and searching might inhibit initiative in
historical scholarship and remove the serendipitous elements of research. In the final
chapter in this section, Brian Maidment (6) takes a look at a less discussed aspect of
digitization in history – that of the digital image. Scholarly digital repositories
alongside the publicly accessible internet offer a vast opportunity for scholars to
engage with visual material. However, as Maidment argues, the temptation to use
images drawn from the web to ‘illustrate’ or confirm arguments derived from
manuscript, printed or even oral sources without any consideration of the
complex discourses through which prints are constructed, disseminated, ‘read’ and
assimilated into cultural meaning remains omnipresent. The ‘mis’-interpretation
of images by print historians is a long-standing issue within historical discourse,
but it takes on another dimension in the digital world. The appearance of a
mass of graphic images in digital form adds yet other layers of mediation to an
already highly mediated form of historical evidence.
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The third section of the book focuses on Teaching history in the digital age,
and offers chapters by first an experienced scholar and then, in contrast, a historian
who is herself part of the ‘digital born’ generation. These two perspectives are
interesting and important. Mark Sandle’s (7) chapter discusses the extent to
which digital technologies are fundamentally reconceptualizing the way history
is encountered by students, of how technology mediates the past and of the
benefits and pitfalls there are for lecturers in deploying these new approaches.
Charlotte Lydia Riley (8) then explores this from the perspective of the student
and the early career academics who have little or no experience of a world
without digital technologies which offers some interesting comparisons to the
preceding chapters.

The final section focuses on The future of history with regard to the impact
of digital technologies and the increasing awareness of new conceptual and meth-
odological questions within the historical community. David Thomas and Valerie
Johnson (9) use their experience in the National Archives in London to suggest
how the process of preserving the past and the ways in which historians interact
with the past are presenting vital challenges not only to the field but also to the
ways in which historians will ultimately be able to study the past. Digitization
offers great opportunities in terms of preservation of traditional printed documents
but there are entirely different questions to be asked about contemporary sour-
ces which are originally created in digital formats and which are vulnerable to
deletion and permanent loss.

Finally, my conclusion (10) takes a holistic look back over the book and
attempts to draw together some of the key themes which have emerged from
the chapters. Although the contributors’ disciplines, geographic locations and
academic focus are different, there remains some significant parity between their
arguments which offer some powerful ideas. No one can predict the future of his-
torical research or the future of technological development, nor does this book
attempt to do so. Instead, as noted in this introduction, it suggests that historians
need to start thinking a little more conceptually and holistically about their
own individual practice of research, teaching and methodology, and recognize
that the field is, and continues to, change. We need to see past the everyday use
of email, internet, Google, and the like and focus on what such interaction actually
means for history. Howwe think of the past is changing. Howwe preserve historical
documents is changing. How historical documents are created is changing. How
students of history learn, research and think is becoming totally different to
that of even one generation ago. This does not mean at all that traditional histor-
ical skills, resources or methodologies become any less important, but change
should be recognized. This significance is easily overlooked or played down
because such changes are so ubiquitous, so obvious almost, that they become
invisible.

Historians must engage more fully with the conceptual questions and issues
raised in this book if we are to fully acknowledge the changes, challenges and
opportunities to the historical field in the digital age. It is not just about the
practicalities of how, when and where material is to be stored, disseminated or
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preserved, or the technicalities of computer code or web browsers; there are
also some quite fundamental questions about our conceptual relationship with
the past in the twenty-first century, which apply to every historian and every
student of history, no matter what their research interest or historical period of
enquiry. This book hopes to offer some pause for thought for those students
and scholars who do not consider themselves to be digital historians. As one
historian has argued, ‘the most important – yet difficult – skill is simply thinking:
thinking in bold and creative ways’.47 The past may be an undiscovered country,
but the digital age demands its own bold historical exploration.

Notes

This chapter benefited greatly from the thoughts and comments of colleagues. To
that end I would especially like to thank Chris Eldridge and Helen Yallop for their
generous and insightful remarks.
This book cites more websites and online resources than your average history

book. This is partly because much of what is being written and discussed on the
subject is being done so in new digital formats, online articles, blogs and websites,
rather than through traditional articles in journals or books which are much slower
to publish. Much of the relevant literature is only available online. Of course, as this
volume recognizes, URLs (Universal Resource Locators) may change over time and
can be broken. The authors have tried therefore to ground their references as
much as possible with full bibliographic information for any digitally referenced
sources.
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Re-conceptualizing history
in the digital age





1 The spatial humanities
Space, time and place in the new digital age

David J. Bodenhamer

If we live in a geographically ignorant society, as some observers claim, a
remarkable array of spatial technologies are available to ensure that we never
get lost. Numerous online services such as Google Maps and MapQuest provide
instant directions to almost any location, with turn-by-turn instructions and
even street-level views for an increasing number of cities around the world.
Smart phones compete with each other, in part, based on the quality of their
navigation software. The multi-fold paper road map, long a staple of travellers,
may be on the verge of becoming an artefact, but technology-based guides to
space are clearly popular in the marketplace. The impact of these geospatial
technologies on government administration, industrial infrastructure, commerce,
and academia has been nothing short of revolutionary, with their significance
likened to earlier inventions such as the microscope, telescope, and printing press.

Interest in space also is in vogue among humanists. No matter which humanities
discipline we explore, references to space and spatiality are common. Scholars
today write as casually about landscapes of memory, cognitive mapping, place
making, and geographical imagination as they once did about the influences of
class or modernization. We have adopted the name, the spatial turn, given by
social scientists to this phenomenon and have touted its ability to introduce new
perspectives to our study of society and culture. But what is this spatial turn?
When did it begin – and why? Finally, what impact has the spatial turn and
its associated technologies made in the humanities, including history, and
what is its potential to reorient our scholarship as dramatically as it has our
everyday lives?

The phrase ‘spatial turn’ has a murky lineage but it has become common
shorthand for the revival of interest in space as a way to understand society and
culture. This reintroduction to space first occurred in the 1970s and 1980s, when a
new critical geography began to emerge. Many people in the field ‘sought alter-
native paths to rigorous geographical analysis that were not reducible to pure
geometries’, Edward Soja, a leading theorist noted. ‘Rather than being seen only as
a physical backdrop, container, or stage to human life’, he argued, ‘space is more
insightfully viewed as a complex social formation, part of a dynamic process’.1

This notion of space as social process and not simply geography was part of
a postmodern intellectual shift associated initially with French scholars such as



Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, who attacked long-standing claims of
objectivity and neutrality in academic research. Postmodernists rejected the
notion of an objectively superior culture – the best art, the greatest literature,
and so forth – and refuted claims of a central hierarchy or organizing principle
in society. The world did not divide neatly into free or not free, western and
eastern, familiar and foreign, superior and inferior; instead, it embodied
extreme complexity, contradiction, ambiguity, uncertainty, and diversity.

These ideas were not new – the nineteenth-century German philosopher
Friedrich Nietzsche famously noted that ‘whichever interpretation prevails at a
given time is a function of power and not truth’ – but postmodernism gave
them a different expression.2 For postmodernists, the way we see and define the
world is unavoidably relative; in spatial terms, this stance meant that every
society defined space differently according to its needs. The meaning of space
depended upon such social and political forces as gender, class, and race,
among other things, and it always revealed the role of power in society. In this
view, nineteenth-century missionary efforts to declare lands ripe for conversion
or the idea of a separate woman’s sphere, for instance, represented the impulse of
power masked in the language of concern and compassion. Although it is easy
to exaggerate its influence, postmodernism invigorated a number of humanities
disciplines to pay close attention to how societies had defined or constructed space.

Over the past two decades, the humanities and social sciences especially have
advanced a more complex and nuanced understanding of space, or, as David
N. Livingstone has written, ‘there has been a remarkable “spatial turn” among
students of society and culture’.3 For non-geographers, this intellectual movement
has been largely defined by a greater awareness of place, manifested in specific
sites where human action takes place. Subject matter once organized largely by
periods of time, with names such as the Great Depression or the Age of Discovery,
now embraces themes of region, diaspora, colonial territory, and contact zones
and rubrics such as ‘border’ and ‘boundary’. The shift has been accompanied by
and reinforced through an equivalent concern with material culture and built
environment, in observations of local representation in dress, architecture, eating,
music, and other cultural markers of space and place. Climate, topography,
hydrology, and landscapes likewise have re-emerged as important considerations
in the investigation of literatures, histories, and social and political life. As a
result, our sense of space and place has become more complex and problematic,
but in the process it has assumed a more interesting and active role in how we
understand history and culture.4

Today, historians and other humanists are acutely aware of the social and
political construction of space and its particular expression as place. Spaces are
not simply the setting for historical action but are a significant product and
determinant of change. They are not passive settings but the medium for the
development of culture: ‘space is not an empty dimension along which social
groupings become structured’, sociologist Anthony Giddens notes, ‘but has to
be considered in terms of its involvement in the constitution of systems of
interaction’.5 All spaces contain embedded stories based on what has happened
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there. These stories are both individual and collective, and each of them link
geography (space) and history (time). More importantly, they all reflect the values
and cultural codes present in the various political and social arrangements that
provide structure to society. In this sense, then, the meaning of space, especially
as place or landscape, is always being constructed through the various contests
that occur over power. There is nothing new in this development – the earliest
maps reveal the power arrangements of past societies – but humanities scholarship
increasingly reflects what may in fact be the greatest legacy of postmodernism:
the acknowledgement that our understanding of the physical world itself is
socially constructed.

Increasingly, historical research focuses on ideas of movement and encounter, on
what happens in the spaces between cultures, on processes of transculturation, and
on how differently separate cultures perceive the worlds they inhabit. Like their
fellow humanists in literature and cultural studies, historians also have turned
attention to gendered and racialized spaces, as well as to the body in space. Scho-
lars have found value in concepts of interior and intimate spaces. In each of these
ways, we have asked new questions about human experiences and gained new
perspectives.6 In doing so, we have enriched our understanding by considering
how a sense of space and spatiality has shaped both ourselves and the ‘other’.

At its core, the spatial turn is about the particular and the local, without any
supposition that one form of culture is better than another. It rejects grand
narratives. Its claim is straightforward: to understand human society and culture
we must understand how it developed in certain circumstances and in certain times
and at certain places. From this knowledge, we can appreciate that the world is
not flat but incredibly complicated and diverse. This view no longer seems new
because humanists, including historians, have embraced it eagerly; now, we all
recognize the particularity of space, the importance of place. But for all the uses
we make of this insight – and for all its explanatory power – the concepts of
space and place we employ frequently are metaphorical and not geographical.
Far less often have we grappled with how the physical world has shaped us or
how in turn we have shaped perceptions of our material environment.

New spatial technologies, especially Geographic Information Systems (GIS),
are facilitating a (re)discovery of geographical space in the study of the past.
GIS is software that captures, stores, manages, displays, and analyses information
linked to a location on earth.7 In this sense, it is a structured database that
describes the world in geographical terms. It also is an intelligent or interactive
map that allows users to query the database and see the results visualized.
Finally it is a set of tools that allow data to be analysed spatially. Significantly,
a spatial feature, location, is central to all three functions. This location may be a
point expressed in terms of coordinates, latitude and longitude, derived from
geometric measurements of the earth’s surface, but it also may be a line, such as
a river or road, or a polygon, an area with closed boundaries, such as a county,
state, or defined market zone, among others. When we know where something
comes from, we can use this location as a common identifier or marker for all
other information from or about that particular space.
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The power of GIS arises from its ability to relate different types of data –

quantitative, textual, image, audio, and the like – to each other based on their
shared location, regardless of format, as well as to manage vast quantities of these
data within their spatial context. Equally important, it visualizes these relation-
ships on a map of the geographical space in which they all occur, allowing users
to see the information separately or together and to see it at different scales.
GIS uses a series of transparent layers to manage this feat. It begins with a base
layer of planet earth that is divided into a geometric grid of latitude and longitude.
The software overlays other information – the locations of roads, schools,
population, etc. – on this surface, using the same coordinate geometry to ensure
that the location remains constant. It then provides users with the ability to
turn these various layers on and off, thus allowing the data layers to be seen
separately or in any number of combinations. With GIS, we can capture,
manage, and visualize all the population, health, education, employment, and
crime data from any area, for example, along the information on its roads and
sidewalks, building locations, green spaces, historic photographs, oral histories,
videos, and other information about the community – and display all of these
items on a map of the common space they share. GIS is, in sum, the best tool
we have for integrating information about a place and for allowing us to see
and analyse it at different scales and in different ways.8

Even though GIS has revealed the power of the map in a new form, its use in
studying society also has raised serious questions about the view of the world it
presents. For all its capabilities, GIS suggests that the world is flat, at least meta-
phorically, by offering a view of the physical environment seemingly stripped of its
cultural assumptions. It allows us to know where something occurs and to see
what else is happening in the same space, but it tells us nothing about the meaning
of what we see. As with many technologies, GIS promises to reinvigorate our
description of the world through its manipulation and visualization of vast
quantities of data by means previously beyond the reach of most scholars. In
acting on this claim, we again run the risk of portraying the world uncritically,
this time with a veneer of legitimacy that is more difficult to detect or penetrate.
We have been swayed by the power of this seductive technology but have little
knowledge of how it developed or why. Yet it is this history that makes us
aware of both the limits and potential of GIS and other geospatial technologies
for the humanities.

GIS emerged in the early 1960s as mapping-cum-analysis software. It sprang
independently from both the Harvard Laboratory for Computer Graphics,
which aimed to produce automated cartography, and the Canadian GIS, which
developed computerized methods to map the land capability of Canada.9 Its
intellectual and methodological lineage is much longer than this recent past. The
logical overlay technique, a key feature of GIS, existed as early as the eleventh
century, and the nineteenth-century London physician John Snow famously
used spatial techniques common to GIS to trace the source of cholera in a poor
neighbourhood to a contaminated water pump.10 What was new were powerful
computers and an emergent demand from such widely distributed fields as
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environmental science, landscape architecture, and urban planning that prized
its ability to overlay data on a map of the earth’s surface. With the creation of
ArcInfo®, the leading commercial package, in the 1980s, GIS quickly moved
into the mainstream of computing applications and spawned a wide array of
location-based services.11

For many historians, however, GIS was simply another software package,
with little application to the cultural and social problems that attracted their
attention. Perhaps surprisingly, even geographers found themselves divided over
its value. GIS became the focus of quantitative geographers who saw its
potential to solve spatial problems. The technology’s capacity for managing
large datasets and visualizing the results of spatial analysis was especially impor-
tant to them: making data visual spurred intuitive interpretation – recognition of
patterns, for instance – that remained hidden in statistical analyses. Human
geographers, on the other hand, were unconvinced. As late as 1988 the president
of the American Association of Geographers felt comfortable labelling GIS as
‘a mere technique’. Tension existed between scholars who viewed the technology
as the herald of a shift in scientific methodology and those who saw it as a
vehicle for extending existing geographic concepts.12

The divide ran along a fault line increasingly known as Geographic Information
Science, a critique that GIS, although well equipped to manage quantitative spatial
data, rested on a positivist and naive empiricism and was incapable of knowledge
production. Representing this view was Ground Truth (1995), a collection of
essays edited by John Pickles, a prominent critic of GIS. Collectively, the essayists
expressed several concerns that echoed postmodern thought: technological design
inevitably favours certain conceptualizations of the world; GIS was a corporate
product, designed to solve corporate problems, such as route logistics or market
analysis; GIS employs a limited linear logic that is not adequate for understanding
societal complexity, and as a consequence, it represents and perpetuates a
particular view of political, economic, and social power.13

At its heart, the debate between advocates and opponents of GIS rested on epis-
temological and ontological differences that have implications for the construction
of the spatial humanities.14 In what became known as Critical GIS, scholars leery
of the technology argued that it rested on a positivist epistemology that assumed
an objective reality discoverable through scientific observation, measurement, and
replication. But society and culture cannot be measured with such precision,
these critics argued. Even calculations of the material world depended upon
cultural assumptions; not every society accepted or used the precepts of Euclidian
geometry. Also, GIS was a computing technology; it ingested quantitative data
and parsed it with mathematical algorithms. Its operations could not accept
uncertainty or fuzziness. It relied as well upon administrative data, or official
representations of the world, a result that was highly problematic because this
view reflected the influence of money and power. For purposes of economic
development, for instance, local government could draw neighbourhood bound-
aries that bore little resemblance to the community identified by residents. Finally,
its use of geometric space and Boolean logic – every position had to be known
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precisely and every element has only two values (yes or no, true or false,
0 or 1) – ruled out the possibility of alternate views of the world.15

In fact, critics claimed, evidence about the world depends upon the perspective
of the observer, a distinction that GIS obscures. Two people who view the same
object may interpret it quite differently because of their different assumptions and
experiences. Consider: tribal societies in arid environments, such as the Navajo
in the American southwest or the Yindjibarndi in Australia, have different con-
ceptions of a river than people from wet regions; instead of a feature fundamen-
tally composed of water but dry on occasion, these tribes view it as a dry course
that sometimes contains water. Defenders of GIS responded that this difference
does not matter because, regardless of name, the object remains the same. This
position epistemologically is realism. It assumes that objects exist independently
of the observer: the nouns creek, stream, and brook may tell us something about
the observer but they still refer to the same thing – and we can use formal rules to
parse when different words refer to the same object. But for critics of GIS, these
epistemological and ontological differences were profound and raised serious
doubt about the technology’s usefulness outside of limited areas, such as
transportation planning and route analysis.

The early part of the twenty-first century witnessed a slackening of the
debate within geography as the two camps joined under the banner of GIS and
Society in an effort to confront the issues raised by Critical GIS. This rapproche-
ment has led to a common acknowledgement of problems in the way GIS represents
the world. GIS delineates space as a set of coordinates with characteristics or
attributes attached to an identified location, a cartographic concept, rather than as
relational space that maps interdependencies linked to the location, a social
concept. It also favours institutional or official databases as the primary source
of information about the world. Both tendencies exclude non-Western conceptions
of the world. American Indians, for example, defined the world as a set of
interlinked phenomena, only some of which can be defined as geographic
space.16 Or, it is easier to understand ancient China dynasties when we see their
definition of space as networks of places and actors rather than as prescribed
jurisdictions with formal boundaries.17 GIS currently has difficulty managing
these different meanings of space. It remains, at heart, a tool for quantitative
data, the type of evidence that admits at some level to a degree of measurement
that can be replicated and verified. The precision that is necessary for statistical
work does not admit readily the sort of evidence used by most humanists, and
when it does, the result, usually in the form of maps, can be highly misleading,
implying a certainty that the underlying data do not permit.

While geographers grappled with the theoretical and social implications of
GIS, humanists were (re)discovering space, yet the two groups took divergent
paths with only occasional intersections. Although the Annales School, most
notably Fernand Braudel, its chief practitioner, had urged scholars since the 1930s to
pay attention to geohistoire, the linkage of geography and history, most humanists
paid much less attention to the environmental context for human behaviour and
much more to the actions, associations, and attitudes that made a space particular,
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in short, a place. These places could even exist in imagined space or in memory.
They also could be personal – emotional space or the body in space – and even
metaphorical or fictional, a woman’s place, for example, as in Virginia Woolf’s
story, A Room of One’s Own. The spaces of interest to humanists bore little
relationship to GIS, with its emphasis on physical or geographical space. Only
in two areas of the humanities – archaeology and history – did scholars begin to
apply the new spatial technology and, in the process, discover its potential and
limits for their work.

Archaeologists came early to GIS, as well as to other spatial instruments such
as Global Positioning Systems (GPS), in large measure because it provided a
handy and more accurate tool kit for managing their research in familiar but
speedier ways. Maps of uncovered human habitats were easier to chart with the
survey-based techniques of GIS. Artefacts bore a spatial relationship that was
important in interpreting the past, and it was the ability of GIS to visualize a spa-
tially accurate physical and man-made environment quickly and with great ease
that proved the attraction. Mapping a lost landscape, reconstructing historical
view sheds, and traversing a highly detailed built environment were not new to
the archaeologists’ tool kit but the computing power brought by GIS was. The
technology facilitated existing techniques.18

Historians also began to drift toward GIS, although more slowly than
archaeologists. Early efforts centred on what came to be known as spatial
infrastructure, that is, the development of large spatially enabled historical
datasets, such as censuses, for use within a GIS. This development paralleled an
emphasis in the nascent digital humanities on cyberinfrastructure (US) or e-Science
(UK), which focused much of its energy on digitizing scholarly materials and
the tools to use them. Within the spatial realm, national historical GIS projects
emerged in Great Britain, Germany, the United States, China, and Russia,
among others. None of these projects were inclusive of all historical periods,
and many of them focused more on creating framework data for other scholars
than on addressing research problems.

In practice, environmental specialists were among the first historians to use
GIS by constructing a data landscape to tell a more complicated story than
traditional methods allowed. Other historians took advantage of GIS to relate
data of different formats based on their common location, at times using the
internet to bring spatial and archival evidence together and allow readers to
explore the evidence afresh, such as in the Valley of the Shadow Project or the
Salem Witchcraft Project, both products of the University of Virginia digital
humanities lab.19 In most of these expressions, however, GIS was part of what
might otherwise be called digital history rather than spatial history because the
approach was fundamentally archival and textual rather than driven by questions
about space or even by geographical information.

By the early twenty-first century, a distinct sub-field known as historical GIS
and an associated literature was visible within the discipline. A minor flood of
works included a practice guide (2003), two collections of essays, and, in 2007,
Ian Gregory and Paul Ells’ Historical GIS, the first book by a major university
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press on historical GIS as a distinct approach to scholarship.20 Major conferences
on the use of GIS in the humanities began to appear; a gathering at the University
of Essex in 2008 had presentations on such topics as GIS and biblical research,
the spread of disease in nineteenth-century Kyoto, and the financial geography
of the US oil industry during the American Civil War, among dozens of other
equally diverse subjects. Scholarly networks dedicated to historical GIS
appeared in Europe and the United States, and funding agencies across the world
financed important GIS projects in heritage and culture.21 In 2010, the first book
series appeared, but with a new emphasis: the inaugural title, The Spatial
Humanities, which mimicked the series name, argued for a broader focus than
GIS and history to include all humanities disciplines and for a wide range of
geospatial technologies tailored to the needs of humanists.22

Anne Knowles, an early American advocate, has defined historical GIS as
having the ‘elements of geohistoire, historical geography, and spatial and digital
history’ and identified more by its characteristics than any theoretical approach or
body of scholarship. Among these characteristics are the dominance of geographical
questions and geographical information in framing inquiries, usually fashioned
as patterns of change over time, and the use of maps to present its results.23 But
even though it is gaining use, most historians – indeed, most humanists – have
not adopted GIS or, more fundamentally, found it helpful. What remains puzzling
to its practitioners is why the technology is not finding its way into the tool kit
of these scholars. After all, human activity is about time and space, and GIS
provides a way to manage, relate, and query events, as well as to visualize
them, that should be attractive to researchers.

Significantly, the standard characterizations of historical GIS suggest its limits, at
least as currently practised. GIS fundamentally is about what happens in geographic
space. It relies heavily on quantitative information for its representations and
analyses and views its results as geographical maps. There is no question that
this calculus is valid and valuable, and it forces attention to important considera-
tions, such as scale and proximity, that too often are absent from humanities
scholarship. But historians are drawn to questions and evidence that cannot be
reduced easily to zeroes and ones. A mismatch exists, in short, between the positivist
epistemology of GIS and the reflexive and recursive approaches favoured by
historians who wrestle continually with ambiguous, uncertain, and imprecise
evidence and who seek multivalent answers to their questions. The problem, it
seems, is both foundational and technological: we do not yet have a well-articulated
theory for the spatial humanities, nor do we have the tools sufficient to meet the
needs of historians.

Yet the promise of GIS is so powerful – and the technology is becoming so
ubiquitous – that we are loath to abandon it too soon. Perhaps we have been
asking the wrong question. Instead of musing about how we can get historians to
adopt GIS, it would be more fruitful to discover how to make GIS their helpmeet.
Much of the work being done now fits neatly into what GIS was created to do.
The real question is how do we as historians make GIS do what it was not
intended to do, namely, represent the world as culture and not simply mapped
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locations? Achieving this goal requires us to re-conceptualize historical GIS as
the spatial humanities, a term that captures a potentially rich interplay between
Critical GIS, spatial science, spatial systems, and the panoply of highly nuanced
humanist traditions, including history. The focus, in other words, must not be
on accommodating our questions to a tool that does not fit our needs, but rather
on how we can bend the tools to our need to explore space, time, and place
creatively and constructively.

Addressing this need is at the heart of much current work in the spatial
humanities and in spatial history, with the focus on four interrelated areas of
research and development. First, researchers are exploring the epistemological
frameworks of the humanities and GISci for the purpose of locating common
ground on which the two can cooperate. This step is often overlooked in the
rush to apply new technologies but it is the essential point of departure for any
effort to bridge them. The aim is to expose humanities scholars to the breadth
of geospatial technologies and subsequently for the technology itself to be inter-
rogated as to its adaptability. Although epistemologically branded, geospatial
technologies still offer potential for the humanities; they are more supple than
their critics suggest. What is necessary is an appropriate intellectual grounding that
will enable skilled historians and other humanities scholars to draw the technology
further out of its positivistic homeland.24

The challenge is how to realize the promise of hybridity between humanistic
critical discourses and the theoretical perspectives of Critical GIS. Humanists
can give more thoughtful consideration to location and spatial relationality, and can
take leads from visualizations of data such as self-organizing maps and Virtual
GIS, which can capture complex data at the same time that they indicate relativity
and ambiguity. The payoff for collaboration will be a historical scholarship that
integrates insights gleaned from spatial information science and spatial theory
into scaled narratives about human lives and culture. Such rewards are
glimpsed, for example, in Mei-Po Kwan’s and Guoxiang Ding’s analysis of
‘geo-narratives’, assembled from oral history sources and a blend of other
qualitative and quantitative data as a way to understand the lives of Muslim
women in Columbus, Ohio after 9/11.25

Historians work largely with texts, and the majority of those texts take the
form of language, alongside material artefacts, behavioural enactments, art, and
the like. A key part of the challenge of thinking spatially and leveraging spatial
technology is to design and frame narratives about individual and collective
human experience that are spatially contextualized. At one level, the task
involves reciprocal transformations from text to map and map to text.26 More
importantly, the humanities and social sciences must position themselves to
exploit the Geospatial Semantic Web, which in its extraordinary complexity
and massive volume, offers a rich data bed and functional platform to
researchers to effectively mine it, organize the harvested data, and contextualize it
within the spaces of culture.27 The agenda here is to advance textual analysis that
understands the bi-locality of text in both metaphorical space and geographic
space. The payoff is potentially rich and extends the significant work on
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narrative topographies and novel mappings already underway in literary and
cultural studies.28

An emphasis on absolute space based on Euclidean coordinate systems often
frustrates the historian’s effort to understand how spaces change over time, and
how spatial relativities emerge and develop. There is an urgent need for the
development, within GIS specifically and spatial technologies more generally, of
spatio-temporal tools that will enable humanities scholars, social scientists,
geographers, and others to incorporate time into analyses that are spatially con-
textualized. The increasing use of GIS by historians suggests that the historical
interests in cause and effect, the development and alteration of networks, and the
temporal patterning of events is served at least to some extent by current tech-
nologies. The fit is awkward because the technology treats time as categorical
and discontinuous and defaults to a model that strings together spatio-temporal
snapshots that approximate story-as-collage.29 But, as sociologist Andrew Abbott
reminds us, time is in fact a ‘series of overlapping presents of various sizes, each
organized around a particular location, and overlapping across the whole social
process’.30 The importance of narrative within history and the other humanities
can stimulate the development of better spatial tools that incorporate time as
well, just as spatial thinking and tools can encourage richer considerations of
spatial relationships in narrative time.

Central to the emergence of the spatial humanities is a trust that the contingent,
unpredictable, and ironic in history and culture can be embodied within a narra-
tive context that incorporates space alongside of time. For the humanities it is
above all the thick weave of events, locations, behaviours, and motivations that
makes human experience of space into place. Place is the product of ‘deep con-
tingency’ and of the human effort to render that experience meaningful in language,
art, ritual, and in other ways.31 Place is constructed out of the imagination as
much as through what is visible and tangible in experience. Humanists, social
scientists, and geographers, and all who are interested in seeing a spatial human-
ities mature, must build increasingly more complex maps of the personalities,
emotions, values, and poetics, the visible and invisible aspects of a place. The
spatial considerations remain the same, which is to say that geographic location,
boundary, and landscape remain crucial, whether we are investigating a continental
landmass or a community. What is added is a reflexivity that acknowledges how we
create spatially framed identities and aspirations out of imagination and memory
and how our multiple perspectives constitute a spatial narrative that complements
the verbal narrative traditionally employed by humanists.

Here is where the concept of a deep map becomes important. An avant-garde
technique first urged by the Situationists International in 1950s France, the
approach ‘attempts to record and represent the grain and patina of place through
juxtapositions and interpenetrations of the historical and the contemporary,
the political and the poetic, the discursive and the sensual.’32 Its best form
results in a subtle and multilayered view of a small area of the earth. As a new
creative space, deep maps have several qualities well suited to a fresh con-
ceptualization of GIS and other spatial technologies as they are applied to the
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humanities. They are meant to be visual, time-based, and structurally
open. They are genuinely multi-media and multi-layered. They do not seek
authority or objectivity but involve negotiation between insiders and outsiders,
experts and contributors, over what is represented and how. Framed as a con-
versation and not a statement, deep maps are inherently unstable, continually
unfolding and changing in response to new data, new perspectives, and new
insights.

The analogue between a deep map and advanced spatial technologies seems
evident. Geographic information systems operate as a series of layers, each
representing a different theme and tied to a specific location on planet earth. These
layers are transparent, although the user can make any layer or combination of
layers opaque while leaving others visible. A deep map of heritage and culture,
centred on memory and place, ideally would work in a similar fashion. The layers
of a deep map need not be restricted to a known or discoverable documentary
record but could be opened, wiki-like, to anyone with a memory or artefact to
contribute. However structured, these layers would operate as do other layers
within a GIS, viewed individually or collectively as a whole or within groups, but
all tied to time and space that provide perspectives on the places that interest us. It
is an open, visual, and experiential space, immersing users in a virtual world in
which uncertainty, ambiguity, and contingency are ever-present but all are capable
of being braided into a narrative that reveals the ways in which space and time
influences and is influenced by social interaction. The deep map is one in which
both horizontal and vertical movement is possible, with the horizontal providing
the linear progression we associate with rational argument and vertical movement
providing the depth, texture, tension, and resonance of experience.33

The coalescence of digital technologies over the past decade, especially seen in
the tool kit of Web 2.0, makes it possible to envision how geospatial technologies
might contribute to the formation of a deep map, just as the various theories about
spatial narratives offer guidance on the structure they may take.34 Archaeologists
have used GIS and computer animations to reconstruct the Roman Forum, for
example, creating a 3-D world that allows users to walk through buildings that
no longer exist, except as ruins. We can experience these spaces at various times
of the day and seasons of the year. We see more clearly a structure’s mass and
how it clustered with other forms to mould a dense urban space. In this virtual
environment we gain an immediate, intuitive feel for proximity and power.
This constructed memory of a lost space helps us recapture a sense of place that
informs and enriches our understanding of lost places, such as ancient Rome
(Digital Roman Forum Project).35 In similar fashion, historians and material
culturists have joined with archaeologists to fashion Virtual Jamestown.36 This
project, in turn, is a seed-bed for an even more ambitious attempt to push the
technology toward the humanities by placing Jamestown at one vertex of
Atlantic World encounters. Its goal is to repopulate a virtual world with the
sense of possibilities embedded in the past, what Paul Carter has called ‘inten-
tional history’.37 Viewed within the spatial context for their actions, which
includes the presence of proximate cultures, whether indigenous tribes, Spanish,
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Africans or Dutch, we then can understand better how contingencies became
lost as they butted against the encountered realities within the space the English
claimed in 1607. Another innovative effort, HyperCities, a GIS-based website,
allows scholars to explore cities across time, using period maps overlaid on
contemporary landscapes, viewing virtual buildings within their real-world
context, and linking images and text to the locations they describe.38

A paradigm project underway at West Virginia University aims to go even
further by combining immersive technologies with GIS to re-create a sense of
nineteenth-century Morgantown. Working from digitized Sanborn maps and
extant photographs of buildings and streets, users enter a CAVE, a projection-
based virtual reality system, and find themselves in another time and place,
with the ability to navigate through an environment of which they now are a
part. Soon they will be able to enter and explore a building, moving from room
to room and examining the material objects within it. By adding sounds,
smells, and touch, all within the capability of existing technology, this virtual
reconstruction would engage four primary senses, making the experience even
more real for participants.39 Once expensive, the costs of immersive environ-
ments are dropping rapidly, but, in fact, a CAVE is not essential for making an
immersive environment open to humanists. As any parent of school-age children
knows – or as any devotee of Second Life can testify – gaming technology already
allows us to explore virtual worlds with a high degree both of verisimilitude and
agency.

As these examples suggest, GIS is merging with other Web 2.0 technologies –
for example, mash-ups, virtual research environments, augmented reality,
among others – to move us beyond a map of geographical space into a richer,
more evocative world of imagery based on history and memory. Over the
past few years, GIS scientists have made advances in spatial multimedia, in GIS-
enabled web services, geo-visualization, cyber geography, and virtual reality
that provide capabilities far exceeding the abilities of GIS on its own. This
convergence of technologies has the potential to revolutionize the role of space
and place in the humanities by allowing us to move far beyond the static
map, to shift from two dimensions to multidimensional representations, to
develop interactive systems, and to explore space and place dynamically – in
effect, to create virtual worlds embodying what we know about space and
place.40

The use of appropriately cast spatial technologies within history and the
humanities – in sum, the spatial humanities – promises to develop a unique
postmodern scholarship, one that accommodates the contingent, fluid, and
ambiguous nature of human beliefs and actions. The goal is not to sacrifice the
rational, logical, and empirical approach to knowledge that has been the hall-
mark of the humanities since the Enlightenment, but rather to complement it
with different ways of discovery. Geospatial technologies have such potential.
They offer powerful platforms for interdisciplinary work, especially in its
capacity to integrate information by location and to visualize the results for
analysis and interpretation.
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Ultimately the requirements for spatial humanities and for spatial history go
well beyond technology, no matter how much it may enable our work. It also is
about spatial thinking and infusing our work with complex spatial awareness.
We must learn again how to think spatially and how to use spatial analysis to
inform our research. Location is more than mere subtext, a geographic platform
for events; it is the primary context for the events themselves. Geographical
space, combined with time, becomes place, an analytical category that provides
the context for our understanding of history and culture. As historians, we
must learn to read and interpret this context with as much subtlety and
sophistication as we do the time-centred rubric of cause and effect. Just as we
fuse time and space seamlessly in the way we recount the stories of our personal
lives, we also must bring these themes together once more in our historical and
cultural narratives.

Ultimately these new geospatial technologies, linked to Web 2.0 (and, soon,
Web 3.0) tools and methods and informed by critical spatial thinking, have the
potential to revolutionize the role of place in history and the humanities by
moving beyond the two-dimensional map to explore dynamic representations
and interactive systems that will prompt an experiential, as well as rational,
knowledge base. The notion of a richer, dynamic, and experiential GIS reso-
nates with the evocative and thick descriptions of place and time that humanists
have long favoured in their scholarship. The goal of this exploration is not to
model or replicate the past but to complicate it. Questions drive historical
scholarship, not hypotheses, and the questions that matter most address causa-
tion: why matters more than whom, what, or when, even though these latter
questions are neither trivial nor easy to answer. The research goal is not to
eliminate explanations or to disprove the hypothesis but to open the inquiry
through whatever means are available and by whatever evidence may be found.
Our approach is recursive, not linear: our goal is not so much to eliminate
answers as to admit new perspectives. Such an approach to problems doubtless
appears quixotic to non-humanists because it does not lead to finality. But
for humanists, the goal is not proof but meaning. The challenge, then, for
the spatial humanities is to use technology to probe, explore, challenge, and
complicate, in sum, to allow us to see, experience, and understand human
behaviour in all its complexity. As in traditional historical scholarship, the
aim is less to produce an authoritative or ultimate answer than to prompt
new questions, develop new perspectives, and advance new arguments or
interpretations.

A spatial perspective and the use of spatial technologies, properly applied
to the problems of history and the humanities, will satisfy this goal in ways that
shift our ways of knowing from reason and logic alone to a more experiential
understanding of the human condition as it differs from place to place. This
perspective will be aided technically not through the use of GIS alone, which is
a weak reed on which to base this shift, but rather through the continuing rapid
convergence of technologies, operating in such a fashion as to blend space and
time. In this view, space becomes an equal partner with time in providing
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the conceptual framework for the spatial humanities, which seeks above
all to understand society and culture, past and present, in all their glorious
complexities.

Notes
1 E. Soja, ‘In different spaces: interpreting the spatial organization of societies’, in
Proceedings, 3rd International Space Syntax Symposium (Atlanta, 2001), http://www.
centrostudiurbani.it/aree/citta/doc/SojaE.pdf [accessed: 25 March 2012].

2 Postmodernism’s progenitors go well back to the first part of the twentieth century,
for example, Dadaist efforts to destroy the categories of high and low culture, Heidegger’s
rejection of notions of objectivity and subjectivity, and existentialism’s doubt, ambiguity,
and uncertainty, among many others. For a brief critical overview, see C. Butler,
Postmodernism: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003).

3 D. Livingston, ‘Science, region, and religion: the reception of Darwin in Princeton,
Belfast, & Edinburgh’, in R. Numbers and J. Stenhouse (eds) Disseminating Darwinism:
The Role of Place, Race, Religion, and Gender (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2001), p. 7.

4 Denis Cosgrove discusses this spatial turn specifically in relation to landscapes, real
and figurative, in ‘Landscape and landschaft’, GHI Bulletin, 35, Autumn (2004), 57–71.
Also see K. Olwig, Landscape, Nature and the Body Politic: From Britain’s Renaissance
to America’s New World (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2002).

5 A. Giddens, The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of Structuation
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), p. 364.

6 Yi-Fu Tuan discusses the emotional and perceptual meanings of space in several books,
including Space and Place: The Perspective of Experience (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1977); Place, Art, and Self (Santa Fe: Center for American Places,
2004); and Landscapes of Fear (New York: Pantheon Books, 1979). A leading practi-
tioner of the idea of gendered and racialized spaces is D. Massey, Space, Place, and
Gender (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1994), pp. 1–24.

7 For an excellent introduction to the technology and its epistemological underpinnings,
see N. Schuurman, GIS: A Short Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2004).

8 In the United States, a sizeable number of cities are using GIS to structure a wide
array of information about the various jurisdictions (e.g. neighbourhoods, school
districts, postal code areas, etc.) within their metropolitan areas for purposes of
planning, service delivery, and public participation. For an example, see D. Bodenhamer,
J. Colbert, K. Comer and S. Kandris, ‘Developing and sustaining a community
information system for Central Indiana: SAVI as a case study’, in M. Sirgy, R. Phillips
and D. Rahtz (eds) Community Quality-of-Life Indicators: Best Cases V (New York:
Springer, 2011), pp. 21–46, which describes the nationally-leading community infor-
mation system for the Indianapolis (Indiana) Metropolitan Statistical Area, an
eleven-county region of 1.8 million people.

9 J. Coppock and D. Rhind, ‘The history of GIS’, in D. Maguire, M. Goodchild and
D. Rhind (eds) Geographical Information Systems: Principles and Applications.
Volume I: Principles (London: Longman Scientific and Technical, 1991), pp. 21–43.

10 S. Johnson, The Ghost Map: The Story of London’s Most Terrifying Epidemic – and
How It Changed Science, Cities, and the Modern World (New York: Riverhead
Books, 2006).

11 T. Foresman, ‘GIS early years and the threads of evolution’, in T. Foresman (ed.)
The History of Geographic Information Systems: Perspectives from the Pioneers
(Upper Saddle River: Prentice Hall PTR, 1998), pp. 3–17.

12 N. Schuurman, ‘Trouble in the heartland: GIS and its critics in the 1990s’, Progress in
Human Geography, 24: 4 (2000), 569–90.

36 David J. Bodenhamer

http://www.centrostudiurbani.it/aree/citta/doc/SojaE.pdf
http://www.centrostudiurbani.it/aree/citta/doc/SojaE.pdf


13 J. Pickles (ed.), Ground Truth: The Social Implications of Geographic Information
Systems (New York: The Guilford Press, 1995).

14 N. Schuurman, GIS: A Short Introduction, pp. 21–52.
15 E. Sheppard, ‘Knowledge production through critical GIS: genealogy and prospects’,

Cartographica, 40: 4 (2005), 5–21.
16 R. Rundstrom, ‘GIS, indigenous peoples, and epistemological diversity’, Cartography

and Geographic Information Systems, 22: 1 (1995), 45–57.
17 M. Berman, ‘Boundaries or networks in historical GIS: concepts of measuring space and

administrative boundaries in Chinese history’, Historical Geography, 33 (2005), 118–33.
18 A good introduction, though now dated, is G. Lock (ed.), Beyond the Map: Archaeology

and Spatial Technologies (Amsterdam: IOS Press, 2000).
19 Valley of the Shadow: Two Communities in the American Civil War, http://valley.

lib.virginia.edu/; Salem Witch Trials Documentary Archive and Transcription Project,
http://etext.virginia.edu/salem/witchcraft/ [both websites last accessed on 10 July
2011].

20 I. Gregory and P. Ell, Historical GIS: Technologies, Methodologies and Scholarship
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp. 15–18.

21 For a survey of European activity in historical GIS, see I. Gregory, A. Kunz and
D. Bodenhamer, ‘A place in Europe: enhancing European collaboration in historical
GIS’, International Journal of Humanities and Arts Computing, 5: 1 (2011), 23–40.
An important US initiative is the Stanford (University) Spatial History Project, funded
by the AndrewMellon Foundation, http://www.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-bin/
site/index.php [accessed: 25 March 2012].

22 D. Bodenhamer, J. Corrigan and T. Harris (eds), The Spatial Humanities: GIS and
the Future of Humanities Scholarship (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010).
The three scholars also serve as general editors of the series and formed as well the
Virtual Center for Spatial Humanities to promote a broader focus.

23 A. Knowles, ‘GIS and history’, in A. Knowles (ed.) Mapping the Past: How Maps,
Spatial Data, and GIS Are Changing Historical Scholarship (Redlands: ESRI Press,
2008), pp. 7–8.

24 A good introduction to the epistemological challenges is found in P. Ethington, ‘Placing
the past: groundwork for a spatial theory of history’, Rethinking History, 11: 4
(2007), 465–93.

25 M. Kwan and G. Ding, ‘Geo-narrative: extending information systems for narrative
analysis in qualitative and mixed-method research’, The Professional Geographer,
60: 4 (2008), 443–65.

26 See, for instance, M. Yuan, ‘Mapping text’, in D. Bodenhamer et al. The Spatial
Humanities, pp. 109–23.

27 T. Harris, L. Rouse and S. Bergeron, ‘The geospatial semantic web, Pareto GIS,
and the humanities’, in D. Bodenhamer et al. The Spatial Humanities, pp. 124–42.
Also see A. Scharl and K. Tochtermann (eds), The Geospatial Web: How
Geobrowsers, Social Software and the Web 2.0 are Shaping the Network Society
(London: Springer, 2007), pp. 153–58; ‘The spatial web: an Open GIS Consortium
(OGC) White Paper’, http://www.openGIS.org [accessed: 25 March 2012]; D. Butler,
‘Virtual globes: the web-wide world,’ Nature, 439 (2006), 776–78; M. Egenhofer,
‘Toward the semantic geospatial web’, GIS 2002 (ACM).

28 On 16 June (Bloomsday), 2008, Google unveiled an interactive map that allowed
users to trace Leopold Bloom’s wanderings around 1904 Dublin, with accompanying
images and text, http://googlemapsmania.blogspot.com/2008/06/happy-bloomsday-
on-google-maps.html [accessed: 25 March 2012]. Other examples include film studies
and performance culture, as evidenced by P. Valiaho, Mapping the Moving Image:
Gesture, Thought and Cinema circa 1900 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press,
2010), and literary and cultural studies, as in the pioneering work by F. Moretti,
Atlas of the European Novel, 1800–1900 (London: Verso, 1998). For the difficulties of

The spatial humanities 37

http://valley.lib.virginia.edu/
http://valley.lib.virginia.edu/
http://www.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-bin/site/index.php
http://www.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-bin/site/index.php


literary mapping, see B. Piatti, H. Bär, A. Reuschel, L. Hurni and W. Cartwright,
‘Mapping literature: towards a geography of fiction’, http://www.literaturatlas.eu/
downloads/vienna_piatti-mapping_literature.pdf [accessed: 25 March 2012].

29 D. Peuquet, Representations of Space and Time (New York: The Guilford Press,
2002), pp. 12–15; D. Massey, ‘Space-time, “science”, and the relationship between
physical and human geography’, Transactions of the British Geographical Society,
24 (1999), 261–76; I. Gregory, ‘Exploiting time and space: a challenge for GIS in the
digital humanities’, in D. Bodenhamer et al. The Spatial Humanities, pp. 58–75.

30 A. Abbott, Time Matters: On Theory and Method (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2001), p. 296. Also see E. Ayers, ‘Mapping time’, in M. Dear, J. Ketchum,
S. Luria and D. Richardson (eds) Geo-Humanities: Art, History, Text at the Edge of
Place (London: Routledge), pp. 215–25.

31 E. Ayers, ‘Turning toward places, and time’, in Bodenhamer et al. The Spatial
Humanities, pp. 1–13.

32 M. Pearson and M. Shanks, Theatre/Archaeology (London: Routledge, 2001), pp. 64–65.
33 D. Bodenhamer, ‘Creating a landscape of memory’, International Journal of Humanities

and Arts Computing, 1: 2 (2008), 97–110.
34 For an overview of the profound changes made possible by Web 2.0 technologies, see

C. Leadbetter, We Think: Mass Innovation, Not Mass Production (London: Profile
Books, 2008). Newcastle University Library has developed a useful online guide to Web
2.0 tools for humanities researchers, http://www.netvibes.com/nulibartsweb2#Welcome
[accessed: 25 March 2012].

35 See http://dlib.etc.ucla.edu/projects/Forum/ [accessed: 25 March 2012].
36 See http://www.virtualjamestown.org [accessed: 25 March 2012].
37 P. Carter, The Road to Botany Bay (London: Faber and Faber, 1987), p. 3.
38 See http://www.HyperCities.com/ [accessed: 25 March 2012].
39 ‘Immersive visualization system promotes sense of being there’, ArcNews Online, Winter

(2006–7), http://www.esri.com/news/arcnews/winter0607articles/immersive-visualization.
html [accessed: 25 March 2012]. T. Harris, S. Bergeron and L. Rouse, ‘Humanities
GIS: place, spatial storytelling and immersive visualization in the humanities’, in M.
Dear et al. GeoHumanities, pp. 226–40.

40 M. Dodge, R. Kitchin and C. Perkins (eds), Rethinking Maps: New Frontiers in
Cartographic Theory (London: Routledge, 2009).

38 David J. Bodenhamer

http://www.literaturatlas.eu/downloads/vienna_piatti-mapping_literature.pdf
http://www.literaturatlas.eu/downloads/vienna_piatti-mapping_literature.pdf
http://www.esri.com/news/arcnews/winter0607articles/immersive-visualization.html
http://www.esri.com/news/arcnews/winter0607articles/immersive-visualization.html


2 The making of history
Remediating historicized experience

Luke Tredinnick

What does the past look like through the lens of digital culture? This chapter
recounts three moments during the last one hundred years that touch on the nature
of historical consciousness: a theft, a death, and a disaster. These moments span a
century of unprecedented change in media and communications technologies,
from the beginnings of popular photography to the proliferation of social
media. Nevertheless each was incidental to these changes. Nor are they related,
other than being brought together here. Each stands in this chapter as only an
illustration of the influence of technology on how we understand the past.
Today, digital information technologies have helped open up history, exposing
the mechanisms of its fabrication, and placing the historical past in the hands
of the masses. By pluralizing access to primary historical materials, and to the
means of making future historical records, they emphasize the highly partial
and situated nature of the historical trace. Digital technologies also enable us to
represent historical subject matter in new ways, through film, video games, and
digital imaging. But in addition to the changing the craft of history, and the pos-
sibilities of historical representation, the proliferation of digital technologies
may also help us recognize the historical past as a product of mediation. They may
help us recognize historical subjectivity in the making of history.

In August 1911, Vincecenzo Peruggia emerged from a side entrance of the
Musée du Louvre concealing a modest wooden panel beneath his clothes, and
disappeared into the Paris crowds. While notable, the painting he spirited away
was not yet the most famous object in the Louvre’s collection. Indeed, its
absence remained unnoticed until the next day. Nevertheless the theft of the
Mona Lisa quickly became one of the most notorious crimes of the age. Even as
Peruggia concealed the work behind the false bottom of a wooden trunk in his
lodgings, the news had spread far and wide via newspapers, and the new media
of the newsreel. Within weeks the event had captured the attention of a
worldwide public. In Paris, crowds flocked to the scene of the crime. But the
absence of the Mona Lisa from the Louvre collection did more than just excite
the popular interest; in the wake of the crime the painting quickly became one of
the most reproduced images in the world, more a symbol of the idea of art, than an
artwork in its own right. The theft established a curious interaction between
the artefact, and its innumerable copies; even Peruggia displayed postcard



reproductions on his mantelpiece as he kept the original hidden out of sight.
When the Mona Lisa was later recovered, its cultural significance had been
entirely transformed.1

Almost exactly eighty-six years later in a nondescript road tunnel a little less
than three kilometres from the Louvre, a paparazzi photographer captured one
final image of ‘the most photographed woman in the world.’2 The image became
notorious, not only because it recorded the drab circumstances of the death of
Diana, Princess of Wales, slumped in the back seat of a crumpled black Mercedes,
but because it appeared complicit in her death. Pursued by photographers from
the Ritz, the accident in the tunnel seemed to be the inevitable consequence of a
life lived through a camera lens. The connection was made explicit by Earl
Spencer who stated that whilst ‘I always believed the press would kill her in the
end [ … ] not even I could imagine they would take such a direct hand in her
death.’3 In his eulogy he added that ‘a girl given the name of an ancient goddess
of hunting was the most hunted person of the modern age.’4 Eight years later
the photograph of Diana’s final moments was published in an Italian magazine;
the editor described it in fairytale terms picturing ‘a sleeping princess.’5 The
publication was widely condemned; but the photograph itself was incidental to
the legacy of Diana, and the way in which that legacy has been perpetuated and
maintained. The world’s most photographed woman has become more famous
in her death, the subject of conspiracy theories, legal actions, and continued
media attention, and a site of contested representation. The absence of the
princess, like the absence of the smiling subject of Da Vinci’s painting, only
created an increased resonance to her image.

Today, there is another absence that haunts the public consciousness: a gap
at the skyline of Lower Manhattan where once stood what were briefly the
world’s tallest man-made structures. When two Boeing 767 airliners ploughed
into the buildings, at 8.46 and 9.03 on the morning of 11 September 2001, the
world watched the events unfold in real-time. Within six and a half minutes,
ABC News interrupted a commercial break to bring live coverage of the event.6

That coverage included a video feed from a fixed camera position north of the
tower, and a little while later from a second camera position across the East
River in Brooklyn Heights.7 The live video was rapidly supplemented by other
news networks and news organizations, and the images were syndicated around
the world. No other event of this kind was subject to such intense live coverage. As
a consequence, its historical significance was immediately apparent. The con-
centration of media organizations in New York meant the attacks on the World
Trade Center overshadowed the other events of the day. However, ultimately,
it was not the fixed camera positions of the news networks that told the story
of that day; handheld cameras and recording devices filled in the missing details both
outside and inside the towers. Personal testimony poured out from innumerable
sources, reflecting the experiences of both those personally involved in the tragedy,
and those watching live in other parts of the globe. This was the first event of
its kind in the communication of which the emerging technological platform of
the World Wide Web would play a significant role.
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These three otherwise unrelated events each represents one instance in the
making of history. They share a number of common factors: the power of
visual culture in defining historical significance, the proliferation of images
through media and social networks, the role of the public in framing their inter-
pretation, and the desire to bear witness to an absent space. Taken together they
demonstrate the increasing speed at which information travels across the globe,
from weeks, to hours, to minutes in under one hundred years. But the sequence
of these events also tells another story, not one of the development of media and its
influence on how we frame the significance of contemporary events, but a story
about the changing nature of history itself throughout the twentieth century.
Advancements in media and communications technology have shifted the site of
history’s making, transforming the public from spectators of historic events to
participants in historical dramas. These changes have collapsed the distinction
between the present, and the truly historical, such that we begin to interpret,
frame and understand events as already historicized at the very moment that we
experience them. They have allowed anachronism to emerge as a productive
source of historical understanding. And they have perhaps altered the nature of
history, from something vested in the scholarly activities of an elite cultural group,
to a living and mutable, political and personal part of the wider social matrix. To
tell that story, we need to understand how technology has problemetized the status
of historical research, and undermined the relationship between the ostensibly
knowable past, and the discourse of history. This challenge to the discourse of
history concerns not merely the power of the visual image, but also the function
of the written word within historical research.

Since its emergence as a scholarly discourse, history has relied on a quiet
complicity with the written word, an intimate relationship that reveals itself in
two important ways.8 On the one hand, historical research has traditionally
relied on written records of various kinds as testimony to past events and dead
experiences.9 Writing became the valorized form of historical evidence out of which
the truths of past experience would be conjured. On the other hand, historical
scholarship is also a predominantly literary activity, centred on the production
of written texts.10 Despite the innumerable possibilities suggested by media and
information technologies, history remains largely a matter of rewriting the
already written traces of the past. This complicity between writing and history
inevitably invests the written record with a particular significance in delimiting
the kinds of historical accounts that become possible. Mayhew has noted, for
example, that ‘both the message it embodies and the medium through which
that embodiment occurs are themselves historically contingent.’11 Similarly, the
polemical postmodern history theorist Keith Jenkins has described the already
‘historicised’ nature of the record, highlighting its ‘highly volatile and mutable’
nature, and its ideological saturation.12 For Jenkins the processes by which
experiences come to be committed to record and transmitted through time
provide the missing context for the kinds of histories that it is possible to write.
History he suggests is made and maintained in the archive, before it is uncovered
by the historian.
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This idea of the already historicized record is provocative for digital history
because the nature of recorded information has been subject to such tremendous
and rapid change. This has led many to question the future of historical scholar-
ship, a lingering doubt encapsulated in a curious paradox. On the one hand, the
volatile and ephemeral nature of much digital information seemingly threatens
an emerging dark age, in which the material records of contemporary culture
will be irrevocably lost.13 Vincent, for example, suggests that ‘we may be on the
verge of a new prehistory’ and argues that ‘electronic communication means no
history. The fashion for open access means no history. The mass production of
evidence, and its mass destruction on an industrial scale, means no history.’14

On the other hand, as the volume of recorded information continues to grow
exponentially,15 an increasingly complete, complex and diverse record of con-
temporary experience is being laid down moment by moment. Mayer-Schonberger
has suggested we live in a culture of ‘perfect memory’;16 he argues that ‘forgetting
has become the exception, and remembering the default.’17 The proliferation of
recorded information creates its own challenges for the ‘craft’ of history;18 Ross,
for example, worries that ‘swamping future historians with vast amounts of
digital information may impede their research.’19 Too much information is as
problematic as too little.

Caught between these competing nightmares,20 history is confronted with a
looming crisis of relevance and legitimacy. In one possible future modernity
succumbs to its forgetful dotage; in another it is reborn into chaotic and impres-
sionistic infancy. Neither scenario allows historical scholarship to continue
unchanged.21 The discourse of history arguably became possible in a culture poised
between remembrance, and forgetfulness, a culture that in its modernity embraced
the administrative rationality that made it possible to spin out narratives from the
surviving historical traces, but where the work of representing the past was
already largely done in constituting the archive. It is conceivable that the idea of
history marks a passing stage in the evolution of modernity, a momentary spark
of what Tosh calls historical consciousness22 before the murky darkness closes
in again. As modernity declines, so perhaps will its defining cultural marker: a
reflexive engagement with an objectively knowable past.

This is generally the way in which the dilemma of digital history has been
framed. Yet there is something naive about these accounts and their preoccupation
with the problems of digital preservation. Information saturates every aspect of
our lives. We are surrounded by the historical record, not the dry, dusty archive
of the past, but a living history created in our everyday online interaction. The
duplicability of digital information and the proliferation of copies through its
cycle of use has meant that while the media of storage may be more volatile in
the digital age, much information is persistent, outlasting the original contexts
for which it was created. The digital documentary record will not be preserved
in central repositories, but through our use and exchange of information and
knowledge. The real digital archive is not concentrated in formal mechanisms
for legal deposit and preservation, but saturates the entire social network. And
the irony is that this kind of distributed storage of the future records of the past
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represents the most robust preservation strategy possible, relatively invulnerable
to the kinds of threats with which centralized repositories are confronted.23

Missing in these anxieties about digital preservation is the potential of digital
technologies to create new kinds of histories, and a new kind of relationship
with the past. Technological innovation has augured what Henry Jenkins has
described as ‘participatory’ culture, in which individuals more actively intervene in
the structure and make-up of cultural discourse, fashioning the stuff of culture in
more personal, fragmented, and playful ways.24 History is clearly succumbing
to this participatory mode. It is not merely that the opening up of primary source
materials, from census data, to genealogical records, has enabled individuals to
construct their own disintermediated relationship with the past. It is also that
the proliferation of popular histories, and a popular engagement with the past
across both new and traditional media, creates a fertile interaction of the
scholarly history and mass culture which cannot leave either unchanged. And
there is something else missing from the dilemma of digital history, a legacy of
history’s preoccupation with the written record. They do not account for the
immediacy of the visual image in creating a direct connection with a historical
past that is nevertheless always situated and consumed within the present.
Digital technologies perhaps offer the opportunity to reconfigure the idea of
history in more strikingly visual terms.

The writer who has most explicitly explored this terrain has been Jerome de
Groot, who has argued that while ‘historians have kept much of their traditional
legitimacy’ in the information age, that cultural role has nevertheless ‘been
eroded due to shifts in technology, theory and access.’25 Groot chronicles the
explosion of history as both leisure pursuit and popular discourse during recent
decades, and suggests that history has become a popular epistemology, and
‘increasingly prevalent as a cultural, social and economic trope and genre.’26

He explores this explosion of popular history through film, television, and video
games, and suggests these ‘challenge professional historians as they present some-
thing of a dissident history.’27 There is much about this analysis that is highly
persuasive, particularly the hybrid nature of popular histories, and the ways in
which they are seemingly untroubled by elements of anachronism. However, de
Groot is largely concerned only with the ways in which the past and historians are
represented within popular culture; he does not interrogate the consequences
of this for the epistemological and ontological status of the historical past in
contemporary society.

Of equal interest perhaps is the making of histories in digitally mediated
contexts; it is not merely that an objectively knowable past is repurposed for
changing cultural contexts, but that different kinds of historical discourses are
mobilized within a more participatory mode of cultural engagement. This
chapter explores how digital technologies change the way we understand history
as a collective means of organizing and explaining shared experiences. It
explores how technologies have helped transform both the structures of historical
consciousness and the function of history within culture. In the immediacy of
digital culture, history perhaps regains part of its mythapoic function. But the
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story of digital history is not invested in the nature of the electronic archive; the
emerging historical consciousness of the twenty-first century has developed
slowly from the changing relationship between the record and the history. Long
before the invention of the computer, a curious incident in central Paris sent
ripples through the rest of the century, and began to problemetize history’s
assumption of a knowable past.

Every day during the tourist season a dense crowd of onlookers gathers inside
the Louvre, bristling with cameras, camera stands, and video recorders. Their
common aim is ostensibly to capture another photograph of what is already
one of the most reproduced images in contemporary culture. Yet so many people
press against the low balustrade surrounding the painting, that it is rarely possible
to find an uninterrupted view. The fate of the Mona Lisa in an age of popular
photography has been the subject of some considerable lament. Writing only a few
years after its installation in a new home intended to improve the visitor experi-
ence, the Guardian art critic Jonathan Jones complained that already ‘the world’s
most renowned painting had fallen among enemies.’28 For Jones, ‘the memory
you take away is of a crowd behaving grotesquely [ … ] one camera flash after
another blasts its ugly reflection on the glass protecting the painting.’29 Subsequent
blog contributors tell scores of similar stories. For some the intrusion of the
digital camera is a discourtesy, for others cultural vandalism, and for yet others
merely a reflection of the unmerited status of the painting.

The growth of photography as a leisure pursuit throughout the twentieth
century inevitably changed the way individuals encountered the material world
around them, including those surviving traces of the past collected in museums
and galleries. In 1936 the German cultural critic Walter Benjamin argued that
however faithful the copy, it can never capture the aura of the artwork, its total
impression deriving from both its aesthetic qualities and its material history as
a cultural object of value.30 For Benjamin, ‘the presence of the original is a
prerequisite to the concept of authenticity.’31 Mechanical reproduction divorced
the material history of the work of art from the context of its apprehension.
Photography therefore replaced the unique material artefact with the generic copy,
and in the process robbed both of their authenticity, resulting in ‘a tremendous
shattering of tradition.’32 The fate of the Mona Lisa today perhaps epitomizes
these effects. Leader has observed that the painting ‘has spawned an industry of
copies, in the form of posters, brooches, mugs, T-shirts, cigarette cases, lighters,
scarves, and all manner of other objects’ and highlights ‘the painting’s strange
propensity to multiply itself.’33 The image saturates culture, in its original form,
and in parody and pastiche, such as Duchamp’s L.H.O.O.Q.34 In its commodifi-
cation the image has perhaps lost the last vestiges of its authenticity. The violence
perpetrated by the tourist camera is made all the more absurd by the perfect
reproductions already widely available.

Yet this is not quite the whole story, because the site of the Mona Lisa is still
saturated by events that took place a century ago. Until the middle of the nineteenth
century, the Mona Lisa was hardly noteworthy amongst the Louvre collection.
While not an insignificant work, and much cherished, its significance was
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overshadowed by other paintings in the gallery. Its current worldwide renown
is largely the work of Vincecenzo Peruggia, who in August 1911 slipped the
painting from its frame and disappeared into the Paris streets. The theft became
a media sensation. Leader notes that as a consequence:

It was impossible to escape the image of the kidnapped lady. There she
was, on newsreels, chocolate boxes, postcards and billboards. Her iconic
fame was suddenly transformed into that of filmstars and singers.35

In the wake of the theft, crowds flocked to gaze at the empty space where the
painting had hung;36 the absence of the painting fixed its image in popular
culture. The Mona Lisa became a media phenomenon, before it became the
iconic image of the painting itself. Since then the fame of the painting has been
perpetuated by its proliferating image. It draws so many camera lenses today
largely because of the renown that was earned during its absence in 1911,
and the wide reproduction to which it was subjected as a consequence. Each
additional photograph increases the desire to experience the object, and to
capture that experience in a photographic trophy. It is therefore impossible
to approach as an unmediated experience: it is always already framed by the
camera lens. The painting today is a photograph before it is a work or art. It is
framed by its history, by its absence from the gallery, and by the desire to bear
witness to that absent space.

In many ways the crowds in the Louvre are still flocking to witness an empty
space in the gallery. The Mona Lisa has been described as ‘probably the single
most disappointing piece of work in the entire world.’37 The disappointment of
the actual painting, its diminutive size, its faded appearance, its lack of lustre
and vitality, and its over-familiarity, is testament to the myth of the aura, and
the lack of any ‘original’ which exists only as an idea suggested by innumerable
reproductions of an already absent work of art. The image now belongs in the
context of mass reproduction. The authentic original was created as an ideal of
an artefact already absent, an ideal subsequently propagated through mass repro-
duction, parody, and pastiche. The authenticity of the image is a consequence of
its reproduction. What more appropriate way to respond to this absence than
to reconstitute the painting in its authentic context: as a mediated product of
mass reproduction?

This relationship between the material work and its reproduction reveals
something about the relationship between the history, and the idea of the authentic
past. Baudrillard described history as ‘our lost referential, that is to say our
myth.’38 History, he suggests, slips away in a culture where the ever-present
historical trope in popular culture, from Hollywood films to theme parks,
supersedes the authentic past. The idea of history reproduced through mass
culture becomes detached from ‘the possibility of an “objective” enchainment of
events and causes and the possibility of a narrative enchainment of discourses.’39

And this suggests that the objective past in history, like the aura of the work of
art, may always have been a myth: the missing referent of the simulacrum. In
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the presence of the Mona Lisa, it is easy to identify in the uses of digital photo-
graphy the proliferation of images divorced from historical value and material
context. The material history of the object seems undone by the cheap clone.
Yet in this process, the painting has also gathered new meanings over time. The
inauthentic copy is at the heart of the material history of the painting; in the case
of the Mona Lisa, history cannot function solely in the presence of the original.
The idea of the original already assumes the presence of the reproduction. This
implies that mediation of material culture and material history plays a fundamental
role in our apprehension of all kinds of ostensible non-mediated experiences.

The new media theorists Bolter and Grusin have described this kind of
interaction as remediation. They have argued that:

All mediation is remediation. We are not claiming this as an a priori truth,
but rather arguing that at this extended historical moment, all current
media function as remediators and that remediation offers us a means of
interpreting the work of earlier media as well. Our culture conceives of each
medium or constellation of media as it responds to, redeploys, competes with,
and reforms other media. In the first instance, we may think of something
like a historical progression, of newer media remediating older ones and in
particular of digital media remediating their predecessors. But ours is a
genealogy of affiliations, not a linear history, and in this genealogy, older
media can also remediate newer ones.40

In the space of the gallery, the painting remediates the photograph just as much
as the photograph remediates the painting. Our ‘real’ experience is framed by
an already circulating image, but is no less real or authentic as a consequence.
The camera testifies to experience by remediating the material world through
the idea of the photograph, constructed a fabricated space of visual signs in
which the fidelity of the image to an ostensible original hardly matters at all.
The digital camera therefore hardly intrudes in the cultural space at all: it is
always already present. Yet the encounter between the painting and the camera
played out daily in the Louvre remains saturated with historicity; history is the
defining idea at operation in the space of the gallery. The gallery is itself a
remediation of the idea of history. History is both present in framing the work of
art as an object of desire, and lost in the anachronistic apposition of technology
and the persistent material traces of the past.

The complicity between the camera and the artwork in fabricating the idea of
the always absent aura is of the same kind as the complicity between the writ-
ten record and the written history in fabricating the idea of the always absent
past. Benjamin’s aura describes the material history of the artefact. Its absence
is made obvious by the immediacy of digital photography; the instantly rendered
image dissolves the distinction between the original in which the authenticity of
the work is invested, and the reproduction that creates the spectacle of the work.
That absence therefore also exposes the missing past in historical discourse. It
suggests that the discourse of history literally fabricates the idea of an
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ostensibly knowable past out of the gap between the historical trace, and the
written history. The immediacy of digital history, like the immediacy of the
digital image, threatens to dissolve that gap between the past and the present.

It is easy to recognize that in the gallery, historical representation and historical
record are not the independent spheres that they are sometimes assumed to be.
The original and its copy, the record and the representation, interact in curious
ways. It is more difficult to see this effect in historical scholarship. In the discourse
of history this kind of interaction is concealed by the cultural lag between
the chronicle and the history, and the assumed disinterest and impartiality of the
historian. As a consequence the idea of the record seems inevitable to precede
the idea of history, to become the thing consumed in subsequent historical
representation, whether those acts of representation take place within popular
culture or within the academy. But in contemporary culture, the past and the
present, the record and history are converging. The past has saturated the present,
and the two exhibit complex interaction in an already historicized present. This
occurs because of the immediacy of the digital record, and the blurring of that
distinction between a thing and its copy.41 The historical consciousness of the
digital age is perhaps changing.

Yet while the pursuit of a historical past made knowable through the meanings
inscribed in its surviving material traces may reflect a dominant mode of historical
scholarship, it is not the only kind of history that is possible. Indeed, this way
of understanding the relationship between the past and the present is itself
historically situated. What Tosh terms ‘historical consciousness’42 arguably
germinated in late manuscript culture, when the expanding uses of literacy
helped secure the past against the written record.43 In fact, the histories written
throughout the early modern period continued to be ecumenical about evidence,
lacking later scholarship’s rigorous classification of source materials, and frequently
placing scripture, literature, myth and tradition on an equal footing in ways
that reflected ‘the Enlightenment’s pre-historical notion of historical change.’44

Even by the eighteenth century, ‘in their contempt for basic scholarship and
research [… ] historians showed an unjustifiable carelessness.’45 History ‘continued
to be marked by a combination of moral engagement and literary endeavour.’46

The pursuit of an objectively knowable past emerged only in the nineteenth
century. It reflected the investment of the past in a written archive that was
itself governed by the contingencies of an emerging administrative rationality.47

The habits of digital culture in many ways recall older kinds of historicity,
before the empirical rationality of Enlightenment thinking took hold, when the past
was more pliable. The ways in which the digital camera maintains the cultural
value of the original artefact through iteration recall the function of storytelling
in maintaining the memories of oral cultures;48 the desire to bear witness to which
the camera testifies recalls the function of memory and personal testimony in
rendering the past accessible.49 History is perhaps becoming reintegrated into
popular and folk traditions, not as a trope or episteme as Groot implies, but as
a living relationship with the historical past played out in the present. The
camera in this context mobilizes the past within the present; it takes the stuff of
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history and turns it into the stuff of experience, and uses it to maintain the
historical idea of the past in the present. Both are caught in a cycle of depen-
dence, drawing authenticity from a circulation of signs, a tiny eddy in the wider
semiotics of culture.

Just as the historical narrative becomes open to intervention, so too does the
maintenance of the record. While the material library or archive consolidates
power within institutional context making presence in the record tantamount to
present in history, the distributed nature of digital communications means that the
maintenance of the historical records is pluralized. The role of the historian in
creating the historical narrative out of the detritus of documentary culture is
supplemented by the role of individuals in making their own sense of the past. The
knowable past invested in the records of libraries and archives is supplemented by
a kind of social historical process. The idea of history perhaps changes, less a
dead record, and more an active engagement with the past out of which each of
us makes our own sense, and out of which through dialogue in the digital
sphere we come together to a shared sense of our relationship with the past.50

Under assault by this complex interaction of the original and its reproduction is
a spectator relationship to the work of art, and a spectator relationship to the
history that it symbolizes. That spectator position is rewritten as a remediation
of experience through already established historical narratives.

This projection of the present as an already historicized narrative is particularly
evident in one of the more curious events of the late twentieth century. When
news of the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, broke across the world in
August 1997, it was not a single image that helped frame the historical significance
of that event, but innumerable images proliferating through the mass media. The
shared cultural experience that defined the wider public reaction did not take place
in a road tunnel in the centre of Paris, or even on the streets in London, but
through the television screen. For most people who watched the drama unfold,
the death and funeral of Diana was experienced as a mediated event. The
crowds that were drawn to London played out their part in concordance with
the images already broadcast, and followed events using portable radios, and the
relay screens that transmitted coverage of the funeral service. Just as in 1911,
those crowds gathered to bear witness to an absent space. But in their desire to
bear witness, they inserted themselves into the centre of the unfolding drama,
consciously changing the perceived historical significance of those events even as
they happened. To bear witness was also to participate in the making of history.

The significance of Diana’s death was immediately apparent, and comparisons
with other events in British history were quickly drawn. Writing in the Guardian,
John Ezard described the news as ‘more shatteringly felt than Earl Mountbatten’s
assassination in 1979, or even than Winston Churchill’s long-expected passing
in 1965.’51 A few days later in the Independent John Walsh wrote that ‘there’s
never been a moment in this country’s history when such a huge, variegated,
rainbow coalition of Britons collectively wrung their hearts over the loss of a
human being – even Queen Victoria, even Churchill.’52 These kinds of analogies
were a common part of the coverage; from the outset Diana’s death was
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remediated within a narrative of traditional political and royal history. When
the BBC broke from normal programming to cover the news, it began the broad-
cast with the national anthem; Martyn Lewis interviewed a series of politicians,
historians and journalists throughout the morning in keeping with the tone of
the coverage.53 The institutions of state were well prepared to channel the
national mood and emotional outpouring into the kind of invented tradition
that helped perpetuate the status quo through the regalia of state.54

There was also from the start an understanding about how the public reaction
to the events would be framed. Comparisons with the assassination of Kennedy
in 1969 situated Diana’s death as one of those moments of acute public conscious-
ness, in which the circumstances of hearing the news become imprinted on our
personal memories. That idea, already overused, situated the public in a reflective
spectator position to the events that were unfolding. The role of the public was
in this context to insert the event into a personal social narrative, assuming a
bystander position in relation to historical change. It was not to transform
themselves into the nexus of that change.

However, the death of Diana involved a mass of contradictions that immediately
problemetized that framing of events in this way. Here was a princess who had
been stripped of royal designation after her divorce, who nevertheless aspired to
becoming the ‘queen of people’s hearts,’55 a ‘people’s princess’56 who challenged
and undermined the position of the monarchy. A member of the royal family,
but not a royal, conventionally she was not entitled to a state funeral, but was
nevertheless interred with all the trappings of a state event. Given this context,
the trope of national mourning channelled through the symbolism of the state
was clearly problematic, and sat incongruously with the tabloid dramas in
which Diana’s life had been situated. What emerged was a struggle for control
over the discursive context of Diana’s life and death. That struggle was situated
in the mode of representation, of symbolism, and in the remediation of history and
tradition through the cipher of popular culture. Increasingly the comparisons
drawn were not with royal and political figures, but with celebrities: Marilyn
Monroe; Grace Kelly; and James Dean. With breathtaking tastelessness, a song
written for Monroe was hastily rededicated to Diana. Here was an event that
was being remediated not through political history, but through celebrity culture.
Instead of the contemplative and respectful tone that may have been anticipated, a
mood of resentment and blame, targeted towards both the Royal family and the
press, began to emerge.

The story quickly became not one about the life and death of Diana, but the
strength of public feeling, and its catharsis in rejection of the traditional repre-
sentations into which her image was being fitted. That reaction played out
through the appropriation of various symbols and symbolic acts. As crowds
flocked to pay tribute at Kensington Palace, Kitzinger noted that:

Visual representations were central to the construction of this event.
Within days the mass media were representing the ‘strength of feeling’ and
‘national mourning’ through capturing gestures and symbolism. Cameras
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panned the carpets of floral tributes, focussing on the guttering flame of a
candle, the poignant message, the gift of a teddy bear.57

The absence at the centre of the story was filled with the images of public grief,
most notably the face of Diana herself, which was ‘used by mourners to adorn
the gates of the Palaces. It was reproduced on commemorative plates, posters
and T-shirts.’58 Like the image of the Mona Lisa, the image of Diana took on
an iconic property in her absence, disconnected from the material conditions of
her life, and rendered as a cultural commodity invested with new meanings.
This became possible because like the Mona Lisa, Diana’s image was easy to
appropriate. Kitzinger notes that ‘while Diana’s image was repeatedly dis-
played, her voice was rarely heard. Footage of the princess was literally mute,
in death, Diana, creature of the modern media, became a star of the silent
screen.’59 Helmer notes that ‘Diana herself was, in life, speechless and inarti-
culate’ and suggests that her ‘body, once absent, provided the blank slate upon
which the stories of the ordinary person could be written.’60 Watson suggests
her absence ‘had the immediate effect of freezing and preserving these fleeting
and inchoate images and giving the metamorphosis its definitive shape.’61

Diana’s image, more than her life, defined her place in history because her
image was largely without voice, and therefore could cipher the various popular
narratives that helped remediate the historical significance of her death.

The crowds initially drawn to London and that later lined the route of the fun-
eral precession were aware of the historical relationship between Diana’s death
and their participation. In the Independent, Suzanne More wrote, ‘every one of us
knew why we were there. “For Diana, for history,” as one so-called ordinary
person put it to me yesterday.’62 Decca Aitkenhead described people’s ‘desire to
locate themselves in the spot where history will for once reach out to them [ … ]
pluck them up, and bring them inside, gathered together in a collective historic
experience.’63 Aaronovitch described the reaction of a minicab driver who
insisted ‘that he would be standing on the route of the cortege, his young son’s
hand held tight, so that he too would be “a part of history.”’64 Jenkins and
Wilkins interviewed mourners in the crowd, including the comment that ‘this is
history here in the making.’65 The crowds who pressed in around Kensington
Palace, and later lined the route of the funeral procession, were driven in part
by a desire to witness history in the making, but also to remake history by
bearing witness, and in doing so disrupt the incorporation of Diana’s life and
death into a historical tradition that was perceived to have done her such harm.
The desire to bear witness was wrapped up in a desire to enforce a particular
kind of narrative on to the life and death of Diana, and in a rejection of the
preferred reading of events.

Within this, the crowd insisted on particular forms of public and private
mourning. Kitzinger notes:

Visible acts of mourning were not only volunteered by ‘the common
people’ but demanded of the Royal Family. In response to ‘public demand’,
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the union flag fluttered at half-mast at Buckingham Palace and television
cameras focussed hungrily on the physical interaction between Prince
Charles and his sons.66

The massed crowds demanded the return of the royal family from Scotland to
respond to the national grief, hounded her young sons into offering public
consolation, and insisted the royal standard be raised above the palace. The
chutzpah of this appropriation of grief as essentially public property went largely
unchallenged. When Earl Spencer delivered his eulogy at Diana’s funeral, the
applause started outside the Abbey, but was taken up by the assembled dignitaries
and celebrities inside. The massed public were defining the emotional response
to the service, and marking the eulogy’s significance by forcing an incongruous
scene upon the congregation – a profoundly uncanny moment. Most strikingly
of all, the mounds of flowers that accreted in central London, and the bouquets
that on the day of the funeral were tossed ineffectively at the funeral precession,
marked the very different tone of the events, the way in which layers of tradition
had been apparently swept aside. The crowd did not line the route in reverential
silence; a backdrop to history like those who witnessed Churchill’s funeral
procession to which so many comparisons had prematurely been made. Instead
they intervened, insisting on their presence in history through that strangely
jarring applause, and the throwing of flowers. It was those images, rather than
the carefully choreographed and symbolically laden procession and service, which
came to define the day. This was not merely a desire to bear witness, but to
intervene in the making of history, in the ways in which those events were framed,
and in the documentary record on which future histories could be written.

In the wake of her death, the life of Diana was immediately recast in narrative
form. Helmer suggests that:

to a greater extent than any of her royal counterparts, however, Diana was
embedded in common story forms, such as the romance of her marriage
and the tragedy of her death, stories which serve to embed her character as
a passive entity caught in an unforgiving plot.67

Geraghty has also explored the ways in which Diana’s life was situated within
narrative forms, from fairy-tale, to soap opera and tragedy.68 In the months and
years that followed, the legacy of Diana was also perpetuated through the web.
Helmer notes that:

Her death inspired many who perhaps would not typically publish to publish
memorials, tributes, and commentary on the World Wide Web, which at
one time hosted hundreds of continuously maintained web sites devoted to
the memory of Diana.69

These electronic memorials ‘indicate a conscious decision to find “a place in his-
tory,” to witness, to provide testimony.’70 This is not merely of finding the history
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of Diana’s life, but of entwining the historical and the personal. Within hours of
the news, conspiracy theories began to circulate via newsgroups, discussion
forums and email.

The debate about the degree to which the media reflected, or fermented the
public mood in the days following Diana’s death lingers on. Perhaps it was neither
one nor the other, but the interaction of the coverage and the public mood. It was
not merely that the immediacy of the coverage allowed the resentment to spread
through the crowd like a contagion, although that is certainly part of it. Rather,
the death of Diana was from the start a media event; the material circumstances
were less significant than the ways in which the event was represented on televi-
sion, through the newspapers, and subsequently via the World Wide Web. As
an already mediated event, Diana’s death was remediated through innumerable
other fictional and historical narratives, from the death of Kennedy, Churchill and
Grace Kelly, through to the fairy-tale, romance and tragedy genres. There was a
sense in which this drama had been played out in innumerable ways before,
that individuals knew how to respond because their responses, from open displays
of grief, to the pavement floral tributes, were existing tropes that simply required
reassembling in novel ways. The symbolism of those days reflected a maudlin
sentimentality.

This is part of the way in which the remediation of experience through historical
narrative functions to influence our understanding of the world around us. The
past as both objective period and series of tropes provides a ready stock of
narrative models and symbolism on which to attach new meanings fitted to
contemporary concerns. This can be done in a self-conscious way, such as with
the Live Eight concerts of 2005 that knowingly exploited the historic status of the
original concerts and appropriated its imagery and its meanings for a new set of
political preoccupations. The sequel in history can play a similar role to the
sequel in fiction and film. Alternatively, the remediation of experience through
historical narratives can be done in less self-conscious ways, such as was the case
with the death of Diana. Nevertheless it is the immediacy of digital culture and
mass media, and the immediacy of the visual image’s bridging of epochs, that
allows this kind of appropriation of history as an explanatory model to explain
and coordinate present experience in the moment of its occurrence. The historical
event becomes part of the vocabulary for understanding and framing personal
experience and contemporary events. More importantly this occurs not solely in
the academic sphere, not solely in the public sphere, but in a negotiation between
the two.

The death of Diana is an example of what might be termed instant history;
events that are so recognizably significant that their status as history is already
obvious at the moment of their occurrence, and as a consequence open to
immediate remediation as historical narratives. With instant history, the future
historical accounts are being moulded and contested even as events are unfolding.
What marks these events out in contemporary culture is the immediacy of the
interaction between media representation and public consumption. The cultural
lag between the chronicle and the history is vanquished; history converges on
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the present. The most striking such event in recent years occurred in 2001, when
the world’s only remaining superpower was targeted by an attack as audacious as
it was callous. Like the theft of the Mona Lisa, and the death of Diana, the ter-
rorist attacks of 11 September were immediately recognized as historic moments,
as the stuff of future historical study. Yet unlike the two other moments explored
in this chapter, the story of those attacks unfolded in real-time, in front of a
worldwide audience, and in awful, shocking detail.

It is hard not to be profoundly moved by images that emerged from New
York on 11 September 2001. The event was filmed from beginning to end, the
images endlessly repeated in the immediate aftermath, and every development
subject to extended analysis. Yet it is important to recognize also that the cultural
impact of those events was much to do with the spectacle. What set the attack
on the World Trade Center apart from any other event of its kind was the sheer
volume of images and video of the events, from every angle and from every
perspective. The attack was described as ‘the most momentous event ever seen
live on television’71 and most people experienced those events as television. In a
book whose title echoes the work of Baudrillard, Žižec suggested:

For the large majority of the public, the World Trade Centre explosions
were events on the TV screen, and when we watched the oft-repeated shot
of frightened people running towards the camera ahead of the giant cloud
of dust from the collapsing tower, was the framing of the shot itself not
reminiscent of the spectacular shots in catastrophe movies.72

The comparison with Hollywood films has been widely drawn. Yet in one sense our
familiarity with ostensibly similar images from disaster movies like Independence
Day73 and Armageddon74 made the real events seem all the more unreal.75 The
slow-motion collapse of the buildings in particular seemed unnatural to many,
and conspiracy theories began to emerge within hours of the event. Writing on
Usenet on the day of the attacks, one poster suggested: ‘those collapses look
really strange … just as it looked like the one tower was OK to me, it went
down. Nah, I’m not an architect – just a conspiracy theorist.’76 Many still believe
the collapse was the result of controlled demolition.77 Conspiracy theories are the
marker of instant history and remediated history; they indicate the contested
nature of representation and interpretation, and struggle over control of the
future historical narrative being laid down in the present.

Yet if the coverage was experienced as a remediation of Hollywood films, it
was also experienced through the lens of the past. Chopra-Gant observes that
‘there was an event of such self-evident historical significance that it was certain,
almost from the outset, that its story would have an undeniable claim to a place
in the discourse of recent American history even while the events were still
taking place.’78 He also suggested that ‘those watching on television did not
only see it live, but saw it live as history.’79 Writing in The Times the day after
the attacks, MacArthur observed that ‘television cameras were not there to
record the death of the Princess in 1997 but they were there yesterday as a live
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witness to the attack on America.’80 For all the immediacy of the mass media
age, the images that accompany contemporary events more often than not provide
testimony after the fact. Yet here was an event not only witnessed live, but
where the status of those images as historical record was immediately apparent.
Writing two days later in the Guardian, Mark Lawson suggested of the
saturation of images to come out of New York, ‘these are the photographs that
the history books will hold.’81 There was a widespread feeling that the attacks
marked a historical turning point, the dawn of a new era, and that the world
would never be the same as a consequence.

From the outset, the events were situated within historical parallels, including
Pearl Harbor, the Lockerbie Bombing, and the bombing of the World Trade
Center complex in 1993, none of which seemed to capture the scale of the event.
But the obviously historic nature of the attacks sent commentators looking back
into history to find a way of expressing their importance. Writing two days
after the attacks Mark Lawson observed:

In 1929, stockbrokers threw themselves from banking towers because they
had no desire to stay alive, a moment captured in iconic pictures of the
depression. In 2001, financiers made the same Wall Street fall because it
was their one forlorn chance of escaping death. The suicide of bankers and
the homicide of bankers are joined in a visual time-loop.82

This is remediation in action; the one event becomes experienced through the
cipher of the other. Experience is remade as an already written historical
narrative. Although in this case the comparison is with a myth; the iconic pictures
non-existent. But history was also self-consciously remediated to frame the
significance of the events. In the early evening of 11 September, Thomas E. Franklin
captured an image of three fire-fighters raising the American flag over the
wreckage of the World Trade Center site. The image, entitled Ground Zero
Spirit,83 was used around the world to symbolize the events and their aftermath. It
was subsequently used as the basis of the Heroes Stamp produced by the
American postal service. But the image resonated largely because it recalls
another photograph taken by Joe Rosenthal in 1945, a photograph rendered
concrete in the US Marines War Memorial in Arlington, Virginia. Raising the
Flag on Iwo84 won the Pulitzer Photography prize in the same year and itself
became the basis for a postage stamp released in 1945. The two images are now
irrevocably tied by their compositional similarity, and by the resonance between
them. The older photo remediates the newer just as much as the newer
remediates the older. In 2006 another iconic photograph of the events of
11 September was published; a photograph of laconic New Yorkers relaxing
and enjoying the sunshine while the towers burn in the background.85 The
formal composition of the image echoes the two other photographs, with the
plume of smoke cutting across the scene like the American flag.

The events of that day and the days that followed were also framed by absences;
the missing people symbolized by the photographs pinned to billboards, the gap
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in the New York skyline, and most significantly the absent president. In the
weeks, months and years after the attacks, people travelled to see an absence at
the heart of New York where what were briefly the world’s tallest buildings once
stood. In 2008 when James Marsh’s Man on Wire86 was released, documenting
Philippe Petit’s 1974 wire walk between the two towers, the power of the film
derived partly from the destruction of the building. The images of Petit suspended
between the twin towers recalled the images of office workers and city traders
hanging out of the building, and falling to their deaths. The threat to Petit seemed
all the more real because we had witnessed his fall before. The anchoring of
wire to the buildings seemed unfeasibly insecure. Petit’s movement now carved out
a space in the skyline of New York that was impossible to recover. September 11
changed the vocabulary of the New York skyline.

The immediacy and intensity of the media coverage of the World Trade
Center attacks has changed the ways in which the history of those events will
come to be written. Inscribed in the databanks of digital culture are innumer-
able personal testimonies published on discussion forums and blogs, through
email and instant messaging, from the appalled to the triumphant. Together
they provide an insight into the emotional impact of the attack across the globe
in diverse and vivid detail. The images and reports of professional media outlets
have been supplemented by thousands of images and videos captured on personal
recording devices. And this has perhaps begun to change how we think about
the collective response to major world events. The US television series Flash-
forward87 provides a fictional account of the mediation of personal experience
through technology; the mosaic project in the series gathers personal testimony
of the flash-forward event. This is clearly reflecting and fictionalizing the
experience of the 9/11 attacks, but it also suggests how the voices represented in
the histories of the future will inevitably be more numerous, will inevitably
reflect the experiences of ordinary people in more vivid detail than ever before.

In 2002, the attack on the World Trade Center was voted the most historic event
of the last one hundred years. The death of Diana was voted the most historic
British event during the same period.88 The two events are incongruously tied by
their resonance within popular culture. Yet it is difficult to imagine that the com-
plicity between the media coverage of these events, and their incorporation into
personal experiences has not played a significant role in their resonance. It is not
merely that these were examples of instant history, but also that they were
experienced as stories in our own lives. There significance as historical moments
has already been carved out by their visibility within mediated culture.

The otherwise unrelated historical moments discussed in this chapter share a
number of common factors. In each, visual culture played a significant role in
the ways in which they were framed as historical events. In each, the iteration
of images and proliferation played a significant role. And in each, people were
drawn to witness an absent space where the material subject matter of an historical
event had once been. They demonstrate how history is remediated within present
experience, how the narratives and conventions of historical discourse are exploi-
ted to explain an organized collective experience. Advancements in media and
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digital technologies have collapsed the distinction between the present and the truly
historical, such that we begin to interpret, frame and understand events as already
historicized at the very moment that we experience them. They have altered the
nature of history, from something vested in the scholarly activities of an elite
cultural group, to a living and mutable, political and personal part of the wider
social matrix. In this, the spectator position of traditional scholarly history, in which
audiences consume the stuff of history, has been renegotiated as a participatory form
of history-making, in the remediation of already historicized experience.

The presence of history in the lived experience of digitally mediated culture
begins to problemetize both the discourse of history, and the craft of the history. It
emphasizes the significant role of writing in the discourse of history – that com-
plicity between the predominantly written historical source and predominantly
written historical account. It exposes how historical distance has been con-
structed as an artificial distinction between source writing and historiography.
This distinction is collapsed in those mediated moments which are at the same time
both versions of history, and historical documents. The immediate representations
of the death of Diana, the theft of the Mona Lisa, and the attack on the World
Trade Center stand as not merely the first draft of history, but as historical docu-
ments in their own right. As versions of history they are immediately channelling
experience through the conventions of historical discourse, confronting the past
and the present in ways that allow anachronism to become a productive source
of historical understanding. Within this it is clear that while scholarly history will
still have an important role, it will lose its monopoly on historical consciousness
and historical understanding, because it has lost its dominant position in histor-
ical representation. The histories of the digital age are likely to be increasingly
plural and diverse.

Yet the events discussed in this chapter are not unique in this shift; while each is
an example of spectacle created within media representation and perpetuated by
the visual image, there are many other events of this kind. Many of the most
notable events of the past hundred years were covered live or near live, from the
assassination of Kennedy, to the moon landings, the loss of two space shuttles,
wars in Iraq, Afghanistan, Yugoslavia, Libya, the Orange Revolution in Ukraine,
and the Arab Spring across the Middle East. Many have been mediated by the
visual image more than by the written word. As media culture continues to
intensify through use of digital technologies, this by itself cannot but change the
ways in which histories come to be written, not only the histories of the media age,
but the histories of all ages. The new possibilities suggested by digital history
highlight the paucity in the record of the past. It suggests the kinds of experi-
ence that have been excluded by the already historicized nature of the record
and archive. If history was once inscribed in the archive before it was inscribed
in the historical account, if presence in the archive was once tantamount to
presence in history, then now the archive itself is as much the site of popular
contestation and participation as the histories it generates.

There is furthermore a profound sense in which the historical is catching up
with the present. The distance between the truly historical and the contemporary
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is being reduced such that contemporary events like the death of Diana or the
attack on the World Trade Center are already historicized in the moment of
their occurrence. The idea of history as retrospective is perhaps being overtaken
by the idea of history in the making. History cannot function in the presence of
the original; it requires an absent space on which to project a narrative of the
past. It is only as experiences become rendered in the record that historical
discourse can take hold. However, the immediacy of digital culture means that
the record is already written in the moment of its experience, already under-
stood as a property of mediation, already framed by the conventions of repre-
sentation and narrative, and the conventions of history. The historical record
does not always precede the historical account; sometimes both emerge in a
single, already historicized moment.
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3 A method for navigating the
infinite archive

William J. Turkel, Kevin Kee and
Spencer Roberts

The transaction costs of traditional research methods

Although the conventions of historical research have evolved over the past century
or so, until relatively recently most historians faced scarcity of information and
limited access to sources. Most sources had to be consulted in person by visiting
archives and libraries. Close reading, then as now, required a significant
investment of human labour, as did the creation of indices, concordances, sum-
maries, finding aids, and other scholarly apparatus that facilitated the discovery
and use of new evidence for the past. Traditional scholarly conversations, at
least those held in public, were conducted largely in journals and monographs,
and unfolded over timelines typically measured in years.

As late as the 1980s and 1990s, two of us (Turkel and Kee) were taught the
following method of research:

1. Do a systematic literature review.
2. Formulate question(s).
3. Do some combination of archival work, field work, or experimentation,

depending on your discipline.1

4. Master your subject.
5. Write up your results (for most historians, a well-defined cycle of conference

papers and journal articles, leading eventually to a monograph).
6. Review the recent literature for any late-breaking news that needs to be

taken into account.
7. Publish the final product.

When we learned this traditional research method it was already of question-
able utility. We will argue that it is now more-or-less useless, made obsolete by
the events of the last few decades. Sadly, however, it is still being taught in
college and university departments that continue to act as if they are preparing
students for academic life in the mid-twentieth century.

In the 1960s, Gordon E. Moore (later one of the founders of semiconductor giant
Intel, but then director of research and development at Fairchild Semiconductor)
observed that the number of electronic components on an integrated circuit was



doubling roughly every year and argued that ‘over the short term this rate can
be expected to continue, if not to increase’.2 More than forty years later,
‘Moore’s Law’ continues to hold, having become a self-fulfilling prophecy for
the industry.3 Computers and related electronic devices continue to become ever
smaller, faster, more powerful and less expensive, digital storage becomes ever
denser, and the number of devices connected to the internet continues to double
at roughly the same pace.4 Digital sources, both those that were digitized from
analogue originals and those ‘born digital’, also proliferate at exponential rates.

One gets a vague impression of this runaway growth by conducting life online
and by participating in social media. Each day, the number of Google searches,
Yahoo! searches, Bing searches, emails sent, text messages sent and YouTube
videos watched, all number in the billions.5 We have a sense that the world
online is big, probably in much the same way that a fish has the sense that the
ocean is big: it seems unbounded in every direction. This local view, the view from
a web browser, cannot really give us any idea of what is out there, however. In
2003, researchers at the University of California, Berkeley estimated that the amount
of new information created the previous year was on the order of 5 exabytes
(1018 bytes). If one megabyte (106 bytes) is printed as text, it takes about as much
physical space as a traditional book. Five exabytes-worth of traditional books
would fill 37,000 libraries the size of the US Library of Congress. Seven years later,
a similar study estimated that Americans consumed about 3.6 zettabytes
(1021 bytes) of information in 2008. Printed in traditional book form, this much
information would blanket the United States and Alaska to a depth of about
seven feet.6 A number that could be visualized in terms of library buildings at
the turn of the millennium requires a continent to imagine less than a decade
later. If you hated mathematics in school, this is what the word ‘exponential’
means. ‘When something grows exponentially, for a long time it may seem not
to be changing at all’, Abelson, Ledeen and Lewis write in a study of the ‘digital
explosion’. ‘If we don’t watch it steadily, it will seem as though something
discontinuous and radical occurred while we weren’t looking.’7

This glut has serious implications for the work of historians, as for every other
kind of scholar. In a talk at Research Without Borders at Columbia University in
2011, Dan Cohen, Director of the Roy Rosenzweig Center for History and New
Media at George Mason University, pointed out that a single historian might have
been able to read and analyse the 40,000 memos issued at the White House during
the Johnson administration, but that such a practice could never handle the 4 million
email memos sent while Clinton was in office.8 Our digital libraries are growing as
fast as our digital archives. Google Books, an effort to digitize every book published
in modern history, has completed more than fifteen million volumes in the first
decade of the project, and the speed at which they are working continues to
increase. The company estimates that there are about 130 million books in the
world; it is not unreasonable to speculate that they might finish digitizing them
all within the lifetime of our students, if not ourselves.9

The traditional research method that we described above is clearly inadequate
for dealing with an archive that is instantly accessible, machine-readable,
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growing exponentially and constantly being reordered. Anyone who thinks that
they are capable of doing a systematic literature review these days is mistaken, and
anyone who thinks that they have mastered a subject is dangerously misguided. As
one begins to learn about anything, the amount of new information on that
subject will accumulate faster than it can be read or understood. The long-term
projects that we have tended to favour as a discipline (especially the traditional
monograph) are almost guaranteed to be way out-of-touch by the time that they
reach print … and still more so by the time that anyone has a chance to read or
respond to them. What we need now are humility, curiosity and nimbleness; or to
put it in the terms of Isaiah Berlin’s classic work, we all need to be (or become)
foxes rather than hedgehogs.10

But how do we research effectively, efficiently, and as comprehensively as
possible in the infinite archive? We have no wish to throw out the skills that lie
at the core of our discipline: there is no substitute for close and critical reading,
for careful citation, or for reasoned judgement. At the same time, there is no
point in wasting human care or attention on tasks that can be done much faster
and more thoroughly by machine.

To date, humanists have shown little willingness to make use of new technologies.
‘The professoriate may be more liberal politically than the most latte-filled ZIP code
in San Francisco’, Dan Cohen writes,

but we are an extraordinarily conservative bunch when it comes to the pro-
gression and presentation of our own work. We have done far less than we
should have by this point in imagining and enacting what academic work and
communication might look like if it was digital first.11

Historical papers are mainly written with reference to previously published
journal articles, books and chapters, most of which are either in print or else
are digitized versions of the printed format. Most online journals imitate print
versions without providing even rudimentary tools for social interaction. The
situation is a lot like the televised radio shows that were produced at the birth
of TV: new media, old mentality. The preferred format for publishing scholarly
work, especially in history, continues to be printed journals or books. Though
these media are perfectly acceptable, a reluctance to embrace alternatives such
as web publishing will only hurt scholarship as years pass.

The problem lies not only with the traditional establishments, but also with the
scholars themselves. Basic word processors such as Microsoft Word are mainly
used as digital typewriters, with few instructors or students making use of pow-
erful cross-referencing abilities or even built-in reviewing tools. Researchers
may use a computer to download digital versions of journals or books, or to
search library catalogues, but often fall back on exploring the stacks themselves
in order to find the marginalia that makes or breaks a project. Technology is often
used to make the traditional methods a little bit easier without challenging
standards or creating alternative procedures and tactics.
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Organizations that serve scholarship have also found themselves on the trailing
edge of technological trends. Only in the past couple of years have the Modern
Language Association and the Chicago Manual of Style updated their standards to
accommodate the use of websites, online publication, blogs and databases. A
related problem is that traditional history has largely been based in text. While
digital history makes use of text, too, there are any number of other media
available, including hyperlinks, images, videos, audio recordings, visualizations
and sonifications, equations, code, server logs, and still more exotic forms.12 In
order to capitalize on these media, new and old, history needs to shift focus from
text to more integrated means of conveying information. This is particularly
important as society continues to move further from a text-based culture
towards one that incorporates aural and visual displays. Humanists need to
present their research and teaching in multiple channels simultaneously.

One real problem here is that lecturers and professors tend not to consider the
learning and teaching of digital skills to be part of their mandate. The most foolish
profess an asinine commitment to ‘Luddism’, but we have yet to meet anyone who
knows what that word means and would also be willing to give up the technologies
of reading, writing or publishing. Most also seem to be completely accepting of
underwear, toothbrushes, electric lights, bicycles, buildings, microwave ovens
and pharmaceuticals. Being a ‘Luddite’ in the academy turns out to be a weak and
incoherent commitment. More charitably, many teachers subscribe to the myth
of the ‘digital native’, assuming that their students are more technologically
savvy than they are themselves. This, alas, turns out to be quite wide of the
mark.13 Many of those teachers who do value digital skills assume that it should be
someone else’s responsibility to teach them, although whose responsibility is not
at all clear. In Canada, at least, the vast majority of students majoring in history
have never taken a computer science or programming class at the university level.
If we do not incorporate these skills and techniques into our own classrooms,
there is no reason to expect the current situation to change.

A method for digital research

There are any number of advanced computational techniques that can be used
in humanities research, including text mining, machine learning, social network
analysis and dynamic visualization. There are also sophisticated tools such as
databases, web crawlers, search platforms and geographic information systems.
Researchers who identify themselves as ‘digital humanists’ or ‘digital historians’,
and many who do not, are already putting these tools and techniques to good
use. We believe, however, that the work of all humanists can benefit from the
adoption of a simpler, more fundamental digital workflow. The processes and tools
that we will describe are not more complicated than those used for email or word
processing, and the benefits obtain for any project, not only those that necessitate a
high-tech approach. The seven fundamental principles of this method are:14

1. Make everything digital.
2. Keep stuff in the cloud.
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3. Manage citations in a database.
4. The information comes to you.
5. Attention is the scarcest resource.
6. Work with others.
7. Share.

1. Make everything digital

If you have never really worked with digital sources or tools (besides word
processing or exchanging email) there are a number of gentle introductions. We
like Lisa Spiro’s Getting Started in the Digital Humanities, and the wiki of
digital research tools which she edits.15 On the latter site you will find step-by-step
instructions for many common tasks: ‘I want to … analyze data, analyze texts,
author an interactive work, blog, brainstorm/generate ideas … .’ The magic
ingredient for any of these tasks is a digital source. Usually you can find digital
sources easily; learning how to do advanced searching with the major search
engines really pays off here. Of course, one always has to be on guard against
the idea that if a source is not digital, it does not exist! When you cannot find a
digital source, you should make one of your own. If you have to look at a traditional
(analogue) source once, you should digitize it, so that your computer can help
you to find it quickly if and when you need it again. Any article, photograph,
map, letter or book can be digitized and made searchable through the use of
Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software. Simply collecting digital sources
and storing them on a hard drive is analogous to creating a library without a cat-
alogue. If a source has been collected during research, it can and should be
made accessible for all future purposes by taking a few extra minutes to run
OCR on the text and add the metadata required to keep a digital database. The
last thing you want to do is engage in long and fruitless searches for things that
you know you read somewhere.

Software such as Adobe Acrobat Pro makes quick work of scanning, recognizing
and adding metadata to a file that will allow your computer to retrieve the
document when needed. Flatbed scanners are best used for books, larger media,
and fragile objects such as photographs and slides. Printed documents can be
easily scanned with an automatic document feeder that scans a stack of pages
without user involvement. For short passages, handheld pen scanners are useful
to trace over and capture the text, much the same way as a highlighting pen
works. Photographs taken with a digital camera can also be recognized, and are
particularly useful for capturing large or complex pieces. Improvements to
camera phone technology make mobile devices a handy way to digitize a docu-
ment and even the camera capabilities on the iPad are adequate for some documents,
though you might have to play with lighting to ensure a clear picture. As a general
rule, if a camera of any kind can take high-quality images of printed text, OCR
software will be able to recognize it.16

Adobe’s Portable Document Format (PDF) stores both an image of the page
and, optionally, a layer of text that has been recognized with OCR. The former
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is used by humans for reading, the latter by computers for searching. Additionally,
Adobe Acrobat (or similar programs) will usually prompt the user to enter
metadata about the document to facilitate searching and citation. Basic meta-
data such as author and title are crucial, but extended metadata help categorize
and track documents. Some online content providers use OCR on their own
documents to facilitate keyword searching, but strip out the text layer before
providing it for download by the user. Acrobat Pro allows you to re-OCR the
document, thus making it very much more useful.

Software such as DevonThink and Evernote allow you to create a library of
digital sources that are organized by tags, categories or folders that are relevant
for your own project. When searching for a term in DevonThink, for instance,
a user can specify which folders to include in the search, expanding or limiting
the scope of results. A user can also interact with digital sources through
Acrobat or DevonThink in ways that are familiar from working with paper
documents: adding comments and sticky notes, highlighting or underlining
important passages, and the like.

2. Keep stuff in the cloud

One of the most important advantages of working solely with digital sources is
that it is possible to duplicate your entire research project quickly and very
inexpensively. Obviously you should do this for backup purposes: the time to
create both local and offsite backups is before catastrophe strikes. If your
research project is distributed across paper notebooks, physical books, photo-
copies, microfilm, fiche, 3x5 cards, and so on, you cannot really create a complete
backup. More than one scholar has lost years of work and had to abandon a
monograph or dissertation when his or her house or office caught fire, and
practically everyone who has done a large project has worried about such things.

Digital backups have additional advantages beyond what librarians refer to as
the LOCKSS principle (Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe). One is version control.
Programs like Apple’s Time Machine allow you not only to recover lost files,
but to revert to earlier versions of a particular text. A less fancy mechanism, but
one that is just as serviceable, is to duplicate a file each time you edit it and add the
date to the filename in the YYYYMMDD format. Dates in this format will auto-
matically sort in the correct order in both Windows File Explorer and Mac OS X
Finder, making it easy to trace a history of revisions through filenames alone.

Digital files are also easily, inexpensively and privately stored on servers
maintained by third parties and accessed via a web browser. Such ‘cloud’ storage
gives you access to your research from any computer that has an internet
connection. Some of the best-known and most useful examples are Google Docs,
Dropbox, Evernote and JungleDisk. A service like Google Docs provides scaled-
down office software in the browser (word processor, spreadsheet, etc.) while
allowing documents to be shared with and modified by collaborators. Dropbox
is integrated with your own system of files and folders, making sharing as easy as
dragging and dropping. (We wrote this paper together by sharing Scrivener and
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Word files in a Dropbox folder, for example.) If you’ve ever been frustrated
trying to coordinate a co-authored article or grant application by emailing
attachments to your colleagues, give one of these services a try. Other cloud-based
programs, such as Evernote, are designed to provide one place to store your
notes so that they can be accessed on every internet-enabled device that you
own. JungleDisk provides automated, inexpensive online backup that can be
scheduled to run unattended.

3. Manage citations in a database

The necessity for keeping good metadata is one of the first principles that
novice scholars learn. The proper place for such information is in a database
that is specifically designed for it. Citation management systems include freely
available programs such as Zotero and Mendeley, both of which allow cloud-based
storage and collaboration, and commercial alternatives such as Sente, Endnote
and RefWorks. Each of these programs has advantages and disadvantages.
Zotero, for instance, can scrape metadata from sites like Google Books, Google
Scholar, Open WorldCat or Amazon.com, and will automatically store URLs
and page images for sources found online so that you can access the version that you
consulted even if the online version changes.Many of these tools can export citations
into word processors using pre-formatted style guides, and can automatically create
bibliographies from the selected sources.

4. The information comes to you

Think of a search as an activity that you do once, when you are looking
for something in particular: a name, a date, a fact. When you find what you are
looking for, you skim the results, make a note of the source, and, perhaps, book-
mark the site if you think that it will be useful in the future. When you want to
keep up with the news on a topic, or want a steady stream of results, it is usually
better to pursue a strategy that Tara Calishain calls ‘information trapping’.17

Major search engines like Google and Yahoo! provide mechanisms for creating
RSS feeds from searches. When you subscribe to an RSS feed (for ‘RDF Site
Summary’ or ‘Really Simple Syndication’), your computer is notified whenever
something changes. By monitoring RSS feeds from searches using a program
called a feed reader or feed aggregator, you get a steady stream of news about
your topic, combined into a single report. You can use a desktop application
like NetNewsWire on the Mac or an online service like Google Reader.

Additional techniques can make this strategy even more powerful. First of all,
it is possible to use a service like Feed43 to create RSS feeds for any webpage. This
has a bit more of a learning curve, but it allows you to monitor anything on the
web. Second, Yahoo! Pipes provides a mechanism for combing RSS feeds with
other kinds of computational processing. Again, there is a learning curve, but it
is well worth it. Finally, other tools called crawlers, spiders or bots search the
internet for specific content and download or index it. Crawlers can be coded
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from scratch, but for those without programming skills, programs such as
DevonAgent offer significant modularity and depth. The major benefit of these
tools is that they can be set up and then left to run while you work on other
tasks.18

5. Attention is the scarcest resource

As the late Roy Rosenzweig argued, historians now face a culture of abundance.19

The scarcest resource in your research process is always going to be your own
time. Ideally, then, you only want to pay attention to those things which absolutely
require it, and to hand everything else over to computer programs. Software
tools help to focus attention through indexing, concordance, visualization,
clustering and relating. DevonThink, for instance, can index documents in a
collection to create a concordance. Terms can be sorted by weight or frequency,
excluded, or used to compare documents. Proprietary algorithms analyze
documents or passages to automatically cluster them by similarity, summarize
them, or find other sources that are most closely related. Computationally
sophisticated researchers can write their own programs for text mining or
machine learning, but tools like DevonThink bring those abilities within reach
of non-programmers.

Another way to highlight otherwise obscure connections is to use visualiza-
tion tools such as Stéfan Sinclair’s Voyant or the IBM web service ManyEyes.
Kee and Roberts ran a set of digital humanities syllabi through a visualization
program to identify which authors were read most often and which university
courses required students to read similar material. Such work can be done the
hard way, of course, but digital tools expedite the process and allow the
researcher to focus on questions and interpretation, rather than bean counting.

6. Work with others

Social media such as blogs and forums provide the glue that holds together
large communities of people interested in any given topic, whether paid pro-
fessionals or amateur enthusiasts. These communities provide a wealth of
knowledge and expertise, opportunity to engage in public history, and a col-
lective intelligence that can be leveraged to solve problems outside the scope of
any single individual. As our colleague Shawn Graham discovered during his
attempt to implement history learning through the commercial game Civiliza-
tion IV, the most knowledgeable communities are often found in unlikely
spaces. The CivFanatics Forum provided for Graham a wealth of knowledge
about how gamers modify the parameters of the software to replicate historical
events, but also demonstrated a depth of historical knowledge about the ancient
world that surpassed the content of many university-level courses.20 Alternate
Reality Games (ARGs) demonstrate how communities working in unison can
solve problems that otherwise defy solution. When Jane McGonigal helped to
build an ARG for the release of Halo 2, she could not have envisioned that the
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players would become so adept at solving the problems designed by the game
team. Collective intelligence worked so well that ‘as the players invented
smarter strategies and honed their coordination skills to meet these challenges,
the designers were pushed to imagine future challenges even more difficult and
confounding’.21 Though ARGs have not yet been used extensively for answering
research questions, historians, such as our colleague Rob MacDougall, have
begun to experiment with the capabilities of communities engaged in investigating
historical events.22

7. Share

Many of the communication barriers that prevented wide-scale collaboration
have been eliminated in the digital age. When physical travel or paper publica-
tion costs limited opportunities for the public sharing of research results, they
could only be presented intermittently. Content can now be shared much more
regularly, and the costs of not doing so outweigh any benefit to sitting on
results. Many scholars find that posting to research weblogs help them to clarify
their own ideas, while putting them in touch with potential collaborators,
informants, readers, would-be students, journalists and others. Communities that
use sites like Twitter can instantly share job, grant and conference announcements,
links to articles and news, information about databases or new repositories of
sources, and the like. Research results published online in an open access venue
reach the widest possible audience, and highlight the importance of post hoc
peer review. For better or for worse, they also make scholarship much more
interactive and dynamic, linking researchers to much wider communities of
participation.

The method hits the road

Turkel and Kee were both on sabbatical in 2010–11, giving them time to
experiment with processes of research and teaching. Looking for a faster way to
research and write a monograph – the previous one took him seven years –

Turkel found Steven Johnson’s and Chad Black’s articles on the Macintosh
program DevonThink.23 He realized that by using all digital sources and com-
bining a number of off-the-shelf programs (including DevonThink) he could
work much more efficiently. As a result of using a collection of programs to
find, harvest, cluster, excerpt and keep track of digital sources, Turkel’s second
monograph took about ten months to research, write and submit to a publisher.24

When Kee found out about this, he decided to try teaching the method to
graduate students (and Roberts was one of them). We briefly report on the
results of that experiment here.

The method was introduced to the students in the context of an introductory
course on the digital humanities.25 The course honoured convention, requiring
that students think about digital humanities through definitions, theoretical
problems and examples. It also required that students think with digital
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humanities, exploring the ways in which computing could support their con-
ventional research agendas (ranging, for example, from studies of fifteenth-
century Norse manuscripts to eighteenth-century New England fashion), and
transform their established research practices. For the students, digital humanities
thus became the process of incorporating computing into their own humanistic
practice.

Each week the students examined a research process, and then experimented
with using a specific tool to make that process more efficient. To support their
exploration they were given blog posts about digital methods, tutorials created
by the makers of each tool, and in some cases supplemental tutorials written by
Kee and Roberts. During the first week, they backed up their files, used Dropbox
to access and exchange course-related material, and installed Zotero to manage
their own citations (as well as access the references for the course). In addition, they
accessed and contributed to course content via a Wiki (and began learning to
use a simple mark-up language related to HTML).

Building on this foundation, they then turned their attention to social media.
Each student created a blog, where he or she was required to comment on class
readings, in-class discussion, Wiki discussion, the blog posts of classmates, and
the blog and Twitter feeds followed by the student. Each also created his or her
own Twitter feed, and set up an RSS aggregator such as Google Reader. During
the third and fourth weeks, students were required to become conversant with
HTML, and to do some very basic text analysis with Wordle and the Google
Ngram Viewer. The fifth week provided a bit of a respite, during which the
students used Adobe Acrobat Pro and learned about doing OCR (Optical
Character Recognition). During the last half of the course, the focus shifted to
research tools and the organization and analysis of research notes. The students
worked with Google Advanced Search and DevonAgent, Evernote, DevonThink
(or similar tool for the PC) and Scrivener. In the final week of their abbreviated
introduction to this method they were encouraged to explore a software tool of
their choice.

During the last two weeks of the course, the eleven students were asked to
reflect on their use of the method in their blogs, and to comment specifically on the
processes and tools that they found the most, and the least, helpful. According
to many of the students, the use of these processes and tools was transformative.
While a professor needs to approach students’ praise of an assignment with
healthy scepticism, the level of engagement was obvious and genuine throughout
the term. At the same time, to the considerable credit of the students, they were
very frank with their criticism.

Some complaints were unavoidable. Windows users were understandably
frustrated that tools such as DevonThink and Scrivener were only available on
the Macintosh operating system. In some cases, students found themselves
overwhelmed by a surfeit of new interfaces and possibilities. DevonThink, in
particular, came under withering criticism for an inordinate number of options
and uses. One student captured the feeling of several classmates when she
recalled ‘looking at the screen and feeling lost’.
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In some cases, students were overwhelmed by assignments that required them
to rebuild their research practices at the same time that they were being chal-
lenged to rethink, in this and other courses, how they conceptualized the
humanities. In the midst of this storm, some held fast to the familiar. ‘Once
I have something which works why should I change it?’ one student asked. If
the usefulness of a tool was not obvious or demonstrable, many understandably
rejected it. The foray into the use of HTML, for example, elicited near-uniform
dismay. This technology was viewed by many students to be the domain of
computer programmers whose job it is to design and develop websites. ‘Don’t
get me wrong’, one student remarked, ‘I would love to be technologically gifted,
but I’m not’.26 Many students thought it would be best to focus on their own
areas of competence or specialization, and to build collaborative relationships
whenever they needed to create something outside their own abilities.

Not surprisingly, time-starved graduate students most appreciated processes
and tools that enabled them to do that which they had been assigned (in their
several courses) more efficiently. As one noted, ‘overall, I am in favour of practical
tools which help me organize, sort, and speed up my research. … I need organi-
zation, efficiency, and reliability.’ ‘With these tools I can get through the drudgy
bits a lot quicker’, said another. Connecting with scholarly communities, doing
research for specific projects, organizing sources, reading more efficiently, writing
more effectively and managing citations were their highest priorities.

Social media tools brought them into contact with scholars with similar
research interests. Twitter was especially helpful here. Many of the students
took to Twitter grudgingly, viewing it as a space best left to celebrities and
people who want to microblog what they ate for lunch. They quickly became
converts after finding, to their considerable surprise, active researchers working
in their own domains. ‘I began by just browsing twitter accounts that I could
follow’, one medievalist in training wrote, ‘ByzantinePhil, Medievalists.net, Early
Scottish History, etc. I then followed what they tweeted … and boy, am I glad
I took notice. Medievalists.net especially allowed me access to various articles
on medieval topics. Want to learn about Icelandic horses or medicine during the
Crusades?… twitter [sic] has your fix.… Twitter has offered me a great wealth of
information.’ More often than not, students were happy to lurk; few commented
on the relationships that they had formed via Twitter. In the majority of cases,
the students were only a few weeks into their graduate careers (nine of the
eleven were MA students), and were more comfortable playing the role of
learner, rather than contributor, in these virtual research communities.27

Once they became aware of new sources, students used Evernote to sort
them. This cloud-based application makes it easier to manage incoming streams
of sources because it can be accessed by laptop, smart phone or tablet … any
device with a web browser. As one noted, the ‘ability to just throw things into
Evernote means I don’t forget/misplace/lose any valuable information I come
across’. The task of determining which resources deserved attention was made
easier with tools like Adobe Acrobat Pro and DevonThink. Several especially
resourceful students also used the software to keep up with their assigned class
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readings for every course. ‘Acrobat Pro helps with, and even improves, my read-
ings of assigned texts’, one student confessed, ‘which has been particularly useful
during those weekends when I have hundreds of pages to get through for
upcoming seminars and want to do a good job understanding them’. ‘Though
I hesitate to admit the following’, confessed another, ‘I can use the concordance
tool [of DevonThink] to see which words occur most frequently in a document,
filter them by word length, and very quickly get an idea of what the document
is about and what terms are significant to the author’.

Another key component of graduate studies in the humanities – the writing
of essays – was also reconsidered and, for many students, altered. The majority
adopted Scrivener, a new writing tool. For some, it was a friend: ‘it goes out of
its way to make my life easier’. ‘It allows me to build my paper as I always
should have’, remarked another, ‘in sections specifically related to topics and
parts of my argument and then look at the flow of my writing and seamlessly
rearrange the parts to fit together in a more cohesive fashion’. The only software
that rivalled Scrivener in terms of popularity was Zotero. By the end of the first
month, many students were using Zotero to handle their citations in all of their
courses. ‘As the semester is quickly winding down’, one student remarked, ‘the
bibliographies I’ve put together in Zotero have proved vital for me in terms of
my ability to complete all upcoming papers successfully and on time’. Returning
to the utility of social media for researchers, many students quickly came to
appreciate the benefits of Zotero Groups, which as one noted, ‘connects me to
bibliographies that I no longer have to spend hours in the library trying to find
(if indeed I find them all anyway). So here at the end of this course I can definitely
say that Zotero will continue to be a part of my life and work, both inside and
outside academia.’

Students had to use Zotero to access the sources for the course, and this
requirement may have made early converts. In most cases, however, the limits
of the academic calendar meant less time to experiment with method. As a
result, a fast learning curve was key for the adoption of particular tools. Evernote
required almost no preparation: within five minutes of installing the software,
students were using most of its affordances. The multiple options of other tools,
however, required a commitment that some were unwilling to make. At the same
time, several students acknowledged that their patience had been rewarded;
accidental discoveries (and last-moment conversions) were not uncommon.

According to their own testimony, a small percentage finished the course
relieved that the experiment was over. Others, however, found that their
workflows had been fundamentally altered. They were employing novel ways of
thinking and new kinds of reading, such as using software to ‘read’ papers that
had been assigned in their classes. One student moved beyond a piecemeal
adoption of certain tools to a complete commitment to the method, and especially
to DevonThink. ‘Quite simply’, he noted, ‘DevonThink has revolutionized the way
I research, organize, read, and study. I no longer print articles, but rather down-
load or scan them, run them through an OCR process, and add them to my DT
library. … After only four months of use, my DT library has 400 unique items,
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100,000 unique words, and over 2.6 million words total, all of which can be
searched and related within groups of documents.’ This tool enabled him to
combine source materials in a way that had previously not been possible. ‘I can
merge multiple documents and perform a similar analysis, identifying the
common terms among a selection of sources.’ As a result, he was able to see
connections that had before remained hidden, and ask questions that had not
previously occurred to him. ‘Without DevonThink, such work would be pre-
ventatively painstaking and tedious; with this tool, however, I find myself
uncovering deeper connections and asking important questions because I can
focus on interpretation and synthesis.’

Perhaps the most compelling reflection, however, came not in response to a
specific piece of software. According to one student, ‘there was something more
important that I took away from the tools as a whole, not just with regards to
the trajectory of an individual method’. Instead, she noted that

the fact that I was exposed to so many different types of methods … and that
some of them … actually turned out to be useful without being scary is really
important to me. Not only do I now have some new tools to use while I’m
doing research … I’m also more open-minded towards using them in the
first place and really trying to engage with them, rather than brushing them off.

Helping these emerging humanists take a more experimental stance towards
computing may be the most important outcome of this course.

In conclusion, we need to be clear. We do not think you should adopt the
method that we presented in this chapter. By the time you read this, after all,
many of our processes will have been refined and some of our tools superseded
by better ones. Other people in our community will have adapted versions of
the method that are more suitable for particular tasks, and a few generations of
students will have helped us to figure out what is working and what is not. As
with everything now, all is flux. What we do think is that any scholar or stu-
dent can benefit from becoming more mindful about their method … not as
something that one acquires once and forgets about, but rather as something
that one practises every day, making continuous small improvements over the
course of a lifetime. Method is like historiography: when it stops changing, it is
effectively dead. We need to keep changing, too.
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4 Doing and making
History as digital practice

Jim Mussell

Like all media revolutions, the first wave of the digital revolution looked back-
ward as it moved forward. Just as early codices mirrored oratorical practices,
print initially mirrored the practices of high medieval manuscript culture, and
film mirrored the techniques of theater, the digital first wave replicated the
world of scholarly communications that print gradually codified over the course
of five centuries: a world where textuality was primary and visuality and sound
were secondary (and subordinated to text), even as it vastly accelerated the
search and retrieval of documents, enhanced access, and altered mental habits.
Now it must shape a future in which the medium-specific features of digital
technologies become its core and in which print is absorbed into new hybrid
modes of communication.1

In A Digital Humanities Manifesto 2.0, the authors argue that the digital revo-
lution has entered a second phase, in which digital objects (and environments,
tools and technologies) are considered on their own terms, rather than as deri-
vatives or surrogates for those from the non-digital world. In the first phase, the
manifesto suggests, the digital revolution reproduced versions of print forms
and the disciplinary apparatus that sustained them and gave them meaning. The
second phase, alive to the specificities of different media (and the technologies
upon which they depend), decentres print and so reconfigures the conditions
under which the disciplines produce and codify knowledge. In this chapter, I
examine how historians might engage with and benefit from this next phase of
the digital revolution. Historians of all kinds already practise digital scholarship,
whether this is composing papers using word processors, communicating via email
and Twitter, or using digital resources to locate and access documents of var-
ious kinds. Historians are also actively building resources, perhaps collaborating
with or identifying themselves as digital humanists. Digital resources, tools and
technologies have become integral instruments through which we interrogate and
understand the past. As these instruments continue to change, so too does the
practice of history.

The manifesto is a necessarily provocative document that heralds the digital
humanities as the set of methodologies necessary to reimagine scholarship in the
digital age. One of its authors, Todd Presner, calls the rejuvenated digital



humanities, liberated from their previously servile position, the ‘digital huma-
nities 2.0’.2 While wary of such predictions, I think there is a case for imagining a
corresponding ‘digital history 2.0’. The manifesto posits a world in which print
‘is no longer the exclusive or the normative medium in which knowledge is produced
and/or disseminated’ and ‘digital tools, techniques, and media have altered the
production and dissemination of knowledge in the arts, human and social sci-
ences.’3 While the digital humanities, described by the manifesto as ‘an array of
convergent practices’, are undoubtedly well placed to interrogate and participate in
such a world, the manifesto, in its bid for disciplinary space, overlooks the
extent to which other disciplines have a stake in the digital and can offer frame-
works within which its significance and meaning can be understood.4 This
revolution is, after all, an historical event, its momentum sustained by a set of
contingent circumstances that are open to analysis. It is the transformation of
our heritage accomplished through media transformation, a process subject
to scrutiny in a number of humanities disciplines. If the digital humanities are to
have an influence upon the more established disciplines in the humanities, it can
only be through collaboration and this means that influence will work in both
directions. The transformation from digital humanities 1.0 to 2.0 was initiated
by broader shifts in digital culture but it is sustained by continued interactions
with the older disciplines of the humanities. Rather than a messianic digital huma-
nities 2.0 rejuvenating these disciplines for a new era, I see digital humanities 2.0 as
one of the many disciplinary transformations that will result when existing
expertise is brought to bear on new objects and methods.

In what follows I assume that digital resources of various kinds are already
integral to historical practice but argue that if the discipline is to take full advan-
tages of the digital revolution, then it must engage more closely with the digital
properties that give these resources their character. If the first phase of the
digital revolution focused on the computer’s capacity for simulation, then the next
phase will be the result of once more making it strange. The chapter is arranged in
two parts. In the first I describe what I understand as digital history 1.0 and set out
how this would differ from digital history 2.0. Taking my own field, nineteenth-
century media history, as an example, I describe this transition as one predicated on
a shift from documents to data. In the second part, I turn to the resources that will
effect this transition, arguing that they are not just tools but legitimate objects of
historical enquiry in themselves. One of the questions raised by the shift from
documents to data concerns the status of the archive. As long as the archive is con-
sidered distinct from historical practice, a static set of documents against which
history refines itself, then digital resources can only ever be instruments that provide
access. However, if we recognize that in transforming the archive and rendering it
processable it becomes something different, then these resources become constitutive
parts of the archive and so subject to analysis in their own right. At stake in the shift
from digital history 1.0 to 2.0 is the recognition that the traditional techniques of
historical scholarship remain relevant, but that they are also necessarily transformed
by the radical reconstitution of the archive. The name ‘digital history 2.0’ marks a
break from digital history 1.0, but it remains history nonetheless.
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From documents to data

The shift to history 2.0 requires a change in focus from document to data. It is the
ability of the digital to sufficiently represent other media while bestowing upon
them a particular form of materiality that has ensured digital resources are
widely used in the humanities. However, the facility with which digital media
can simulate non-digital forms means that it is easy to overlook the extent this
depends upon digital properties. As N. Katherine Hayles has argued in a discussion
of digital editions of printed texts, this amazing capacity for simulation is only
possible because the computer is ‘completely unlike print in its architecture and
functioning’.5 The more successful the reproduction, the easier it is to be seduced
by the simulation and so treat the simulated media as if it was the non-digital
material. The same might also be said for born-digital objects. As many
applications exploit a repertoire of learned behaviour online, resources tend to
correspond to recognized genres in order not to bewilder their users. Just as
those resources that translate non-digital material attempt to reproduce their
corresponding – and so familiar – patterns of use into the digital environment,
so resources using born-digital material appropriate and exploit conventions
from the digital environment and beyond in order to create a recognizable
interface. The shift to history 2.0 depends, to an extent, on using digital
resources against the grain of their interfaces in order to access the data they
contain. It is a shift that depends upon defamiliarization, on recognizing what is
distinct about digital media and technologies and then exploiting this digital
difference for scholarly ends.

My field, nineteenth-century media history, is very much entrenched in digital
history 1.0. The industrialized presses of the nineteenth century produced an
enormous amount of material, in a wide range of forms, issued in single edi-
tions, in parts and in reprints, for a variety of audiences. Large amounts of this
material have survived in the archive, but in a fragmentary condition. Despite
some Herculean bibliographic work (the Wellesley Index, the various series of
the Waterloo Directory, the Dictionary of Nineteenth-Century Journalism),6 the
archive remains difficult to work with. Many publications survive in runs too
long to read; they are almost always incomplete, perhaps because not all issues
survive, but also because they were routinely transformed on accession; and all
periodicals and newspapers demand a high degree of contextual knowledge from
the researcher, often requiring them to work between and across disciplines with a
diverse and nearly always unsigned text. As a result, research into the press has
necessarily been patchy, focusing on particular publications or people and rely-
ing upon existing disciplinary structures (certain authors, types of text, key
events, etc.), at the expense of a rigorous analysis of the mechanisms of journalism
or publishing more broadly.7

Digital resources of nineteenth-century newspapers and periodicals have
existed online since the publication of resources such as Cornell University’s and
the University of Michigan’s Making of America (1995), ProQuest’s Periodicals
Contents Index (1997), the Internet Library of Early Journals (ILEJ, 1999) and
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Heritage Microfilm’s newspaperARCHIVE (1999). Many of these early resour-
ces were ambitious in scope, but they have been surpassed by more recent
resources such as ProQuest’s ProQuest Historical Newspapers (2001– ) and British
Periodicals (2007), the British Library’s British Newspapers 1800–1900 (pub-
lished by Gale Cengage (2007) and also called Nineteenth Century British
Library Newspapers), and Gale Cengage’s Nineteenth Century UK Periodicals
(2007). More recently, the British Library and Brightsolid have published the Brit-
ish Newspaper Archive (2011– ), providing access (at a cost) to four million pages,
with more to come up to a projected forty million. Over the last twenty years we
have gained access to hundreds of publications from anywhere with a web
browser (and, in most cases listed above, appropriate access rights).

These digital resources have transformed the field by altering the conditions of
access to its primary materials. Built around searchable keyword indices, nearly
always developed from uncorrected transcripts produced from Optical Character
Recognition (OCR) technologies, these resources subject the archive to a degree
of bibliographic control. Not only do they render individual publications
searchable but, by using text as the basis for the index, create the conditions for
a cross-searchable database that can open up the press as a whole. There were
printed reference resources that provided a degree of access across the archive,
and many individual publications produced indices for volumes of periodicals
as they were produced, but there was nothing like the coverage provided by a
single one of the new digital resources. The ability to cross-search not only makes
it easy to locate content, but also allows it to be traced across publications,
exposing many of the connections occluded when reading one publication at a
time. Although users might be drawn towards certain events or historical figures,
the search engine’s algorithms will return hits that it predicts are relevant, often
returning familiar figures in unfamiliar contexts or providing articles that supply
an unexpected perspective on an event. Search can disrupt existing hierarchies,
complementing major figures, events or themes with a host of others who might
otherwise be overlooked. As the search engine does not discriminate between
types of content (unless instructed by the user), it also has the potential to displace
or supplement existing canons of periodicals or newspapers, reminding users, for
instance, of the diversity of periodical publication, or the importance of the pro-
vincial press. As portions of page images are returned (to compensate for the errors
in the transcript), the resources reproduce the bibliographic codes on the page,
providing access to the typeface, layout and any other visual features that constitute
the printed text. By making its verbal content processable, these resources
manage the scale and complexity of the print archive. They are designed to allow
researchers to locate and recover articles in a form that reproduces the appearance
of the printed page. The principal gains are efficiency and access: tasks that would
have been prohibitively labour-intensive are routine; and the archive itself is
now available to more people, in many more locations.

Digitization is a radical transformation of material form and so takes place
in an economy of loss and gain. However, the rhetoric of surrogacy that
underpins many of these resources masks the extent to which they differ from
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the printed material in the archives. There is much that can be learned about the
press through the process of digitization, but for users, who are often positioned as
passive consumers of content, there is little that could not be learned from looking
at the appropriate hard copy. In fact, as is frequently noted, there are aspects of
printed media such as weight, texture, smell and (to an extent) size that can
only be appreciated by considering the material in the archives. In exchange for
the non- or partial representation of various material aspects of printed objects,
the user gains considerable increases in searchability and accessibility. These
gains are predicated on the material properties of the digital objects produced
during digitization, but the user is not in a position to evaluate these processes
or their efficiency. For instance, as is well recognized, OCR, despite the claims of
its vendors, rarely achieves the success rates in recognizing text from historical
newspapers, usually due to the condition of the surviving hard copy.8 This
means that the searchable index only provides a partial representation of the
text printed upon the page and reproduced on the scanned facsimile images. Yet
very few resources allow users to see the OCR-generated transcript upon which
their search queries are executed. Equally, even though many resources compete
on scope, the corpus of publications that make up their contents is skewed
towards certain types of publications in certain types of institution. Again, despite
this, commercial vendors seldom provide information about the derivation of the
content in resources and rarely provide contents lists so that users can ascertain
what, exactly, they are searching. In both cases this data is present but is
withheld from users so that they can get on with searching for and reading
articles, one by one. These resources are designed to mimic (a version of) the
print object upon which they are based and so, often deliberately, do not allow
their users to take full advantage of the data that they contain.

Despite the long-standing interest in this material (because it is free of trouble-
some rights issues), the core methodology and functionality of the resulting
digital resources have remained remarkably consistent for almost twenty years.
Nearly every single resource offering access to nineteenth-century British newspapers
and periodicals privileges search over browse, redefining the serials on the library
shelves as a database of discrete articles. This means that users are expected to be
looking for something and that this can be mapped to the occurrence of words
in a transcript and described in a search query. Serendipity still applies, as the
scale of the archive means that the user, with little sense of the archive as a
whole and restricted to browsing lists of metadata to determine which hits to
read, will probably be surprised at what has been returned. Yet restricting the
use of the underlying data to an index, which can only be queried in ways
delimited by the interface in order to return articles, limits the interpretive
potential of this data.

Print has a foundational relationship with repetition, and so printed objects lend
themselves to computational analysis. Corpus linguistics has been connected with
humanities computing since the work of Father Busa in the 1940s, but its tech-
niques and methods have been marginalized in media history, particularly that
carried out in English departments.9 Wedded to close reading yet aware of the
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abundance of material in the archive, research has proceeded via detailed analyses
of isolated case studies, whose significance is evaluated against an extrapolated
print culture. This is not to suggest that quantitative analyses have had no effect
on media history, or that digital resources and tools have not played a part in the
analysis.10 Rather, there has been an institutionalized preference for the excep-
tional – what makes a particular text or publication important or different – over
the repetitive and generic. Like the historiographical preference for the study of
great men or the emphasis on particular social classes, this methodological bias
has ensured that some printed objects are preserved over others, and of these, a
select few deemed worthy of analysis within the academy. Yet without the tools
and methodologies to interrogate the repetitive (and so the generic and the abun-
dant), analysis is restricted to generalizations based on the exceptional without
really establishing the grounds for exceptionality within the culture of the period.

Such an orientation makes it difficult to understand the patterns that char-
acterized both the production of journalism and the textuality of print culture.
Corpus linguistics is usually concerned with naturally occurring language, but the
marked-up verbal content that underpins large digital resources of newspapers and
periodicals can be mined to reveal things about print culture more broadly. The
neglect of the tools and techniques of computational linguistics by those in literary
studies has often been noted, but Franco Moretti’s call for ‘distant reading’ has
usefully turned the attention of the discipline to the bulk of material that
necessarily remains unread.11 If literary texts offer a rich ground for statistical
analysis, then journalistic texts, published systematically in serial parts, provide an
even better dataset.12 As many scholars have noted, newspapers and periodicals
negotiate between novelty and familiarity in order to satisfy the demands of
their readers. Each issue offers something new, but this novelty was tempered
by familiarity: what was provided must be more of the same. As Margaret
Beetham has put it, each ‘number is different, but it is the same periodical’.13

The repetition of various features, article to article and issue to issue, created a
formal identity for a publication that enabled it to transcend its particular
instantation, reassuring readers that they were still reading the same title despite
changing content. Recurring features such as mastheads, layout, typeface created a
visual consistency that linked articles and issues and the reappearance of certain
types of articles in regular positions, whether on the page or in the issue, further
entrenched the identity of the publication. Although these repetitions were intended
to mark the identity of an individual title, they were themselves part of larger
patterns, identifying the style of contributing authors, situating articles within
textual genres, and publications within the wider market. Statistical analysis
allows us, for the first time, to map the interplay of print and textual genres that
enabled newspapers and periodicals to function as commodities in the competitive
market for nineteenth-century print.

The digitization of the archive has produced a corpus of data large enough to
reveal this systemacity while compensating for errors contained in the transcripts.
At the moment, scholars can interrogate the transcripts and readily get a sense
of how textual repetition operates within the archive, but only one search at a
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time and with no easy way to visualize the results. These resources are designed to
delimit the archive, providing the ‘right’ article for the individual user. However,
the archive itself constitutes a large dataset, and would be profitably approached as
such. Whereas individual scholars can search for phrases that reveal how content
was reproduced across the press, or how articles or sections recur issue after
issue, such relationships could be easily mapped and then visualized over time
and space. There are a number of ways this data could be usefully explored.
The metadata, predominantly used to structure search queries and assist users
browsing lists of results, might be interrogated for what it can reveal, for
instance, about the amount of articles published per issue (or issues per volume,
or volumes per year); periodicities; characteristic titles for articles, sections,
publications; structure; relative page spans, etc. This data could be mapped in
order to provide a better understanding of different genres in the marketplace, as
well as how new publications were situated with regard to their competitors. Or the
textual information within individual articles might be compared to examine
the operation of genre, exposing how different types of article were deployed in
particular publications and how these varied according to print genre. Given
that issues of periodicals and newspapers are marked with a date, it would be
straightforward to explore how publications reacted to changes in the marketplace,
perhaps due to the introduction of new technology, significant public events, or
shifts in the market. Equally, as nearly all publications are also marked with a
place of publication, it would be easy to examine the print trade in different places,
as well as the way these different markets depended on one another for content.
These sorts of analyses, crucial for an understanding of the interconnected nature
of print culture and the operation of the market, can only be accomplished by
manipulating processable data.

At present, scholars are restricted to mining the data, query after query, in
order to read articles, one by one. There has, however, been some work on
processing the textual transcripts in order to refine the data that they contain. The
Nineteenth-Century Serials Edition (ncse), of which I was one of the editors, used
text-mining techniques to identify the names of persons, places and institutions
within the textual transcripts and apply rudimentary semantic tags to articles.14 This
resource published six nineteenth-century newspapers and periodicals – Monthly
Repository (1806–38), Northern Star (1837–52), Leader (1850–60), English
Woman’s Journal (1858–64), Tomahawk (1867–71), Publisher’s Circular
(1880–90) – constituting a corpus of just over one hundred thousand pages and
organized into around five hundred thousand individual textual components.
Recognizing that this represented too much to read, the process of marking up
the content of the articles (and other textual components) had to be passed to the
machine. In an example of the sorts of collaborations required to do this work, the
project was a partnership between experts in print culture at Birkbeck College and
King’s College London; the British Library, who provided the bulk of the
material; a private software company, Olive Software, who delivered a web
application and server-side architecture; and the Centre for Computing in the
Humanities (CCH, now Department of Digital Humanities) at King’s College
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London, who oversaw the implementation of the Olive product while carrying out
experimental work in data mining. As the project unfolded, it became apparent
that there was too much material to process by hand and so computational
methods were adopted instead. Scholars at CCH used GATE (General Archi-
tecture for Text Engineering) to identify and extract named entities from the
transcripts and then a set of gazetteers and further post-processing to refine the
proper nouns and resolve possible contradictions. This produced lists of persons,
places and institutions from the transcripts that could be appended as processable
metadata, providing a searchable field that complemented free-text queries with
a more reliable and easily refined dataset while also permitting navigation through
cross-reference.15 The application of semantic tags was more experimental. In
collaboration with the University Centre for Computer Corpus Research on
Language (UCREL) at Lancaster University, semantic tags were applied to
articles according to the frequency and deployment of words and multi-word
expressions.16 This produced a list of tags, derived from a hierarchy of 232
category labels organized under 21 major discourse fields, for each article.17 As
the tags were derived from this ontology, it was possible to present them in a
faceted browse interface, allowing users to navigate the materials by adding and
removing terms from the hierarchy. The results were mixed: for instance, delimiting
the articles by ‘the body and the individual’, ‘health and disease’, and ‘disease’
provides 23,452 hits, the first ten of which are for various proprietary medicines
advertised in the press. If the role of the interface is to provide articles about
disease, then users need to exploit the granularity of the data and drill down to
something relevant. However, as a way of discovering something about print
culture, the interface is very useful, in this case exposing the reliance of the
press on advertisements for drugs and treatments of various kinds.

A more recent example is Connected Histories, a JISC-funded resource produced
in collaboration between the Universities of Hertfordshire, London and Sheffield,
launched in 2011.18 Connected Histories is a portal and research space that allows
cross-searching of eleven different resources (at the time of writing) dedicated to
British history, 1500–1900. By treating the contents of these different resources
as processable (textual) data, the project was able to generate its own indices
and so link them together. Like ncse, Connected Histories used techniques from
computational linguistics to identify named entities and then sort them into
lists.19 The interface allows users to construct searches across four separate
indices: one consisting of all the words from the constituent resources; and
three processed lists of names of people, places and dates. Connected Histories
overcomes the divisions between the different digital resources, allowing users
to navigate their diverse historical content, but it does so by interrogating some-
thing they all have in common, a set of processable data that, with differing
degrees of accuracy, represents their verbal text.

These projects exploit the properties of data so that users can access and
manipulate historical information in ways that otherwise would be too laborious
or outright impossible. They join the many other digital resources more explicitly
oriented around historical data.20 For instance, The French Book Trade in

86 Jim Mussell



Enlightenment Europe is in the final stages of creating a database derived from the
business records of the Société Typographique de Neuchâtel, a Swiss publishing
house that operated from 1769 to 1794.21 Although these records have been
used for studies in the past, as processable encoded data they can be queried in
a variety of ways, scaled up or down, and presented as visualizations or lists of
figures. Further examples can be found at Stanford’s Spatial History Project,
where historical tabulated data is combined with geographical information in
order to model cultural space.22 Like all historical knowledge, that produced from
encounters with these resources depends upon the manipulation of evidence;
however, the power of these resources comes from the imposition of a layer of
processable data that allows evidence to be repurposed, often in radical ways.
Not only does this allow the historian to work with datasets that might be
otherwise too large, complex or distinct; it is also generative, producing new
bodies of evidence as they are transformed for analysis, and iterative, as data-
sets are adapted, supplemented and transformed anew.23

It is here that interdisciplinary collaboration becomes vital. Historians must
account for the transformation of the evidence base in their analysis, and this
necessitates understanding the methodologies and technologies responsible for
these transformations. In nineteenth-century media history, such collaboration
is undermined by a publishing model that positions the researcher in the role of
passive client. Rather than collaborate and innovate, experimenting with data
and working it against its grain (what Stephen Ramsay calls the ‘hermeneutics of
screwing around’),24 the researcher must be content with programmatic, goal-
oriented resources that guard their data and mask their methodologies. Scho-
larship in media history has tended to generalize about the press from the close
reading of select publications. The success of these generalizations has rested on
a growing scholarly consensus, recorded in books and journals, and reaffirmed,
implicitly, by delegates at numerous conferences. Approaching digital resources as
data-processing devices (of considerable power) rather than delivery mechanisms
for facsimile reproductions will allow us to model and explore this consensus, to
probe our assumptions about the field and, certainly, prompt questions that, at
the moment, cannot be thought. However, at present media historians remain
content to be seduced by the simulations onscreen, bewildered by the riches of a
new archive that continues, resolutely, to serve old methodologies.

Aren’t these just tools?

What is at stake in the shift towards history 2.0 is the status of the archive. No
serious historian would deny that history is a process and its findings contingent,
but often the admission of history’s dynamism depends on the tacit assumption
that the archive remains static, a fixed point of reference through which history
corrects itself. Yet this interpretation depends upon locating the primary materials
of history solely within the historical objects that survive. This material is
obviously central to historical study, but its significance does not lie locked
within the objects and documents on the shelves of libraries and archives.
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Rather, what appears to be of latent significance is the product of critical engage-
ment, where scholars return to objects with revised analytical frameworks,
whether derived from new theoretical positions, different sets of data, or simply
from a different historical moment. This is not to deny that some frameworks
are more durable than others, but that historical significance is a product of
discourse rather than intrinsic to anything we inherit from the past.

It is overconfidence in the integrity of historical artefacts that results in the
common accusation that digital resources are simply tools. Such comments have
dogged digital scholarship for years, judging its outputs by a set of utilitarian criteria
that are seldom applied to more traditional scholarly publications. The UCLA
manifesto (2.0) has a section addressed ‘to the great diminishers’, those who
disparage digital scholarship (practice or product) as ‘just a tool [ … ] just a repo-
sitory [ … ] just pedagogy’, but doesn’t offer a critique of this criticism in return.
From the entrenched perspective of disciplines whose products are narrative
accounts, published in stable (because familiar) print publications, it can be
easy to overdetermine the division between primary and secondary material. If
primary material is imagined as stable, curated in libraries and archives, and
impervious to the changing interpretations of scholars, then digital resources
created from this material will always be secondary, useful for access or analysis but
unworthy of study in their own right. It can be tempting to rely on this distinction
to enforce disciplinary boundaries, with history concerned with the objects and
documents mediated by digital resources and the digital humanities in the digi-
tal aspects of the resources themselves. Yet if digital resources (and what
researchers do with them) are understood as constitutive parts of the framework
through which historical objects become primary sources, then digital technologies
and methods become part of historical studies more broadly. There is still dis-
ciplinary space for the digital humanities, but given the widespread digitization
of our cultural heritage, none of the established disciplines of the humanities
can afford to ignore the digital – whether in terms of resources, technology,
methodology or pedagogy – or designate it the sole intellectual terrain of this
emerging discipline.

The study of digital data does not take history away from primary sources
but rather provides a new context in which these sources might be encountered.
This idea is a common one in textual scholarship, a discipline concerned with the
transmission of texts and, because of its concerns with scholarly editing, closely
connected with the digital humanities. Textual scholarship might be committed to
transmission, passing text from one generation to another, but it is nevertheless
always interpretive and generative, revealing new things about the text even as it
remains putatively the same.25 To produce the iterative text – a text that declares
its prior existence in older print and manuscript forms – it must be carefully pro-
duced, its previous documentary witnesses sifted, and its final (but contingent)
presentation carefully controlled. Print provides an often unremarked field of
continuity for textual transmission, helping to support textual features through
the recurrence of certain formal and material conventions. In Radiant Textuality,
Jerome McGann argues that all editions make embodied arguments about their
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contents, but digital editions, because of the different way in which they model
text, can lead editors to imagine what they did not know.26 For McGann, digital
publication can expose hitherto unthinkable aspects of textuality as modelled
by the printed codex because digital editions ‘can be designed for complex
interactive transformations’.27 However, this works both ways: digital publica-
tion might liberate editors from the demands of the codex, but it imposes its
own material conditions upon textuality that, while opening up/closing down
possibilities of representation, reveal hitherto unsuspected aspects of both types
of media, print and digital, and their respective relations to textuality. This
knowledge might be dialectical, generated through difference but, as McGann
notes, it can only be realized in practice.

McGann suggests that textual editing illustrates the ‘pragmatics of theory’,
arguing that editions constitute a form of ‘poesis’ rather than a more speculative,
conceptual ‘gnosis’.28 Edited works thus embody a form of applied theory, like
works of art or engineering projects. At the same time as providing access to
content, these editions reflexively interrogate the problems of mediation while
nevertheless recognizing its necessity. For McGann, one of the main contributions
digital textualities offer humanities disciplines is this ‘poesis-as-theory’: the recog-
nition of the intellectual (and creative) work of modelling, mapping, reconstructing
and editing.29 All of these processes are in some way transformative, situating
whatever is being represented – whether a document, object, set of historical data
or event – in a digital environment in order to learn something about it. Our
cultural heritage, as it survives, is always already abstract, separated from the
historical culture within which it was produced and had significance. What
digital technologies allow scholars to do is provide new contexts within which
this material can function. As programmable, dynamic and responsive environ-
ments, they permit scholars to study the emergence of different, unsuspected
properties as they emerge in response to changing conditions, or the relationships
between different entities as they unfold in time. These digital environments might
be considered abstract or artificial, but only if we respect the surviving condition
of historical objects as somehow natural. It is the role of historians to make
absent contexts tangible, to make the imagined virtual, in order to reconstruct
the significance of material from the past. Digital technologies provide powerful
instruments that do just this, transforming material so that it can function in
new environments, exposing both unrealized aspects of this material and the
unthought assumptions that have hitherto structured our engagement with it.

Digital tools and techniques make apparent the changing condition of historical
evidence. Even though scholars are prepared to acknowledge the constitutive role
of cultural relations, there is a tendency to consider the archive as a hermetically
sealed space in which historical material can be preserved untouched. The aura
of authenticity is cherished as it promises an illusory historicity: by respecting
the integrity of historical objects they appear to offer direct access to the past;
yet this can only ever be achieved indirectly, by an engagement with the object in
the present that, necessarily, changes what it means. This paradox is enacted in the
architecture of the museum, where one department imposes stasis whilst another
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reinterprets content for changing social conditions. Tim Hitchcock, one of the
creators ofConnected Histories, engaged with precisely this division in his lecture at
the launch of the resource in 2011. Connected Histories is a direct response to
the problem of the ‘silo’: digital resources that republish historical content in
such a way that it is not interoperable with other resources, restricting access to their
own respective interfaces.30 For Hitchcock, though, the most insidious silo is the
one that ‘suggests that information itself is something to be consulted and col-
lected; that it is an unchanging object of study, rather than a pool of constantly
changing stuff that can be interrogated from any angle, and pursued along any
trajectory’.31 Connected Histories, he argues, addresses the division between
‘traditional forms of criticism and scholarship that assume we can contain data
in an internally structured and divided, “library”; and the emerging world of
text and data mining, that sees data as a process – something to be played with
and analysed on a massive scale, across boundaries of genre and type’.32 As
described above, the resource fully achieves this aim, using the techniques of
computational linguistics to provide an added layer of functionality to a set of
resources that could otherwise only be consulted individually. It is perfectly
possible for users to treat its content as surrogates for the historical material it
republishes, carrying out fairly traditional research as if the resource was not there
(but hopefully citing it nevertheless). However, the project’s plans to publish an
application programming interface (API), a piece of software that will make its
contents machine-readable, demonstrates its commitment to the idea of history
as practice and evidence as dynamic. The API means that others will be able to
interrogate the Connected Histories indices, reconceiving the data in ways unim-
agined by the creators of Connected Histories and its contributing resources. Not
only does this recognize that the objects in the constitutive resources can mean
different things in juxtaposition, with Connected Histories offering itself as a
‘work site’ through which these objects can establish themselves and their relation
to one another; it also acknowledges that the presentation of these objects in
Connected Histories is not the final or definitive representation of this content.33

By opening up the data within the resource to other uses, the creators of
Connected Histories imply that this material is not finished, its potential for
meaning not restricted to this particular configuration of resources in this
particular digital environment.

Connected Histories provides a good example of a central trend of digital
scholarship that has been adopted from the culture of the web more broadly:
publish openly and rapidly and then iterate to perfection.34 Digital resources
might provide a rich environment within which to manipulate data, but it is
only one environment and will have been designed to model data in particular
ways. By publishing the data, especially in machine-readable formats, it can be
taken up and reused by other resources, placing it in new contexts that can
reveal unexpected properties and relationships. These transformative uses will
inevitably provide new perspectives on the data, perspectives currently unimaginable
because the environments within which data becomes meaningful do not yet exist.
The challenge for the historian in the digital age is to understand these uses and
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reuses and account for them. The digital historian 1.0, using a digital resource
to access representations of historical objects or documents, must be able to
understand why data performs as it does, why certain material is returned and
what might be done with it. This is a process of reconstruction, of compensating
for the way the digital resource misrepresents the authentic original. The digital
historian 2.0 requires a more advanced understanding of the affordances of the
digital in order to perform more advanced research. In manipulating data from
multiple resources, modelling their relationships and so exposing facets hitherto
unrealized, the historian moves from simulation to simulacra, to validating
representations against reified originals to producing analyses of phenomena,
objects and relationships that belong to the past. History concerns the evaluation
of evidence, using objects to posit their relationships in a past that is inaccessible
to us. The historian’s traditional skills are still necessary, but the focus on practice –
on doing things with data – extends their application, forcing a recognition of
the constructed nature of evidence and its relation to the absent past. Necessarily
speculative, the historian must bring his or her expertise to bear on these digital
environments and evaluate the plausibility of what they both embody and imply.

Conclusion: documenting the data

The first draft of the UCLA manifesto claimed that the first wave of the digital
revolution ‘replicated a world where print was primary and visuality was secondary,
while vastly accelerating search and retrieval’.35 The identification of print with
verbal text betrays a bias towards the verbal in scholarly accounts of print culture
even while claiming to move towards a more sensitive treatment of media fostered
by the second digital revolution. Print has always been a visual medium and
layout and typography, not to mention the printed image, were (and continue
to be) central to print culture. In the second iteration of the manifesto, quoted
as the epigraph at the head of this chapter, the sentence has been changed to
‘replicated the world of scholarly communications that print gradually codified over
the course of five centuries: a world where textuality was primary and visuality and
sound were secondary (and subordinated to text), even as it vastly accelerated the
search and retrieval of documents, enhanced access, and altered mental
habits.’36 The substitution is a telling one, distinguishing between print and text
(while acknowledging the former privileges the latter) but inserting ‘scholarly pub-
lication’ as the paradigmatic print genre. Given that the manifesto addresses the
digital humanities as a (revolutionary) academic discipline this insertion is sensible;
yet it also makes a more subtle change, moving the discussion from the republica-
tion of primary materials to the scholarly publication of secondary materials. This
shift is telling as it recognizes the interpretive work of the edition.

Scholarship has always been uneasy with contingency, preferring the myths
of the definitive edition or monograph, the finished output over the work in pro-
gress, to acknowledging the integral role played by provisionality in advancing
debate. The entire apparatus of the academy – from the way work is reviewed
and published to how it is archived and referenced – is oriented towards
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finished works, even if these are to be superseded by the other finished works they
prompt.37 What is never finished is our understanding of the past. As scholarly
debate moves on, output by output, our sense of the past changes as we revisit the
evidence anew. The status of this evidence – belonging to the past, and so finished
and appropriately archived – is not fixed, but changes as we approach it in new
ways. Digital publications make this mutability explicit by encoding it in the per-
formance of resources. Manipulating the properties of data, these resources make it
easy for historical objects to function in new contexts, demonstrating unexpected
behaviour and allowing us to test suspected relationships. This practice – experi-
mental, speculative, concerned with data, but nevertheless historical – must be
written up and disseminated. Traditional scholarly outputs such as monographs
and journal articles will continue to serve a purpose, providing an institutionally
validated and accessible way for this research to reach a wider (and hopefully
interested) audience. Where such work will really become important is in digital-
first scholarly publications that can handle the visualizations necessary to narrate
data. These publications, usually open access, are poised to respond to the dynamic
world of digital research, often providing useful data of their own for reuse else-
where. Finally, of course, the resources themselves must be curated. These are both
archives of primary material, sites of scholarly practice, and arguments in their
own right. They demand curation not just to preserve their content but to enable
continued exploration, reuse and reconfiguration. Libraries and archives must
also enable practice, not just memorialize product.38

Archivists and librarians are used to thinking about data and have considerable
expertise in responding to the requirements of diverse sets of objects. Never-
theless, there are challenges to digital history 2.0. An important barrier to this
type of scholarship is in the way resources are constructed. The Linked Data
movement makes it easy for the creators of resources to share their content,
encoding it in such a way that it is machine-readable and redistributable.39 Yet
there are those who are resistant to the idea of reuse: the emphasis on output in the
humanities has encouraged scholars to be secretive, hoarding evidence until they
are prepared to publish; commercial vendors also have an interest in intellectual
property, and will not publish anything that might jeopardize their place in the
market. Yet what the digitization of our cultural heritage has made clear is that the
past is processable and, with the tools and technologies developed by the digital
humanities, often in collaboration with scholars from across the academy, we can
model these processes, building them into the sites where we carry out historical
practice. The Digital Humanities Manifesto is iterative: so too is history.
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5 On collecting, cataloguing and collating
the evidence of reading
The ‘RED movement’ and its implications
for digital scholarship

Rosalind Crone and Katie Halsey

For the most part, the history of reading as a field has been (necessarily) dominated
by a series of studies that focus on discrete collections of physical evidence.1 We
know a great deal about the reading of particular individuals in the past who
left diaries or wrote notes in the pages of the books they read. Similarly, groups of
readers in specific localities who made use of their local libraries or organized
themselves into communities for the intensive examination of texts have often
been discussed. These specific studies have been used to support, or sometimes
challenge at the level of exception, a series of grand narratives or theories about
the practice of reading over the longue durée: namely, the decisive shift from
reading aloud to reading silently, and from intensive to extensive reading, between
the post-Gutenberg proliferation of print and the beginning of the rise of mass
literacy in the early nineteenth century.2 As William St Clair suggests, the evidence
base for these theories has always been, at best, shaky, especially as qualitative
(anecdotal sources) and quantitative data (print runs and library borrowing
records) have often demonstrated significant divergence.3

To solve this problem, some years ago scholars began to turn towards a well-
established if under-exploited tool: the electronic database. This technology can
deal with a large mass of information and highlight patterns across a large body
of material in a way that individual researchers, immersed in archives, cannot.
Databases have most often been used by historians to deal with hard evidence,
that is, quantitative social and economic data. However, in the construction of the
Reading Experience Database (RED), a new methodology was adopted: through
the collection of reading experiences (recorded engagements with texts), qualitative
evidence (of the kind that historians had previously dismissed as anecdotal or
too fragmented to be useful) was to be analysed quantitatively. In 2011, with
over 30,000 entries, RED has become a freely accessible repository searchable in
many different ways – by keyword; by the name, gender, religion, nationality,
age or occupation of the reader; by the author, title, form, genre or provenance
of the text read; or by the type of reading experience. The latest incarnation,
version three, launched in February 2011, comprises a series of national reading
databases hosted at academic institutions across the world with an overarching
or federated search facility which enables users to locate specific keywords in
defined fields (name of reader, name of author and title of text read) in all the



linked databases simultaneously. As part of this, the former Reading Experience
Database, 1450–1945 was rebranded as UK RED,4 and the global search page has
been given the name Reading Experience Database (RED).5 The aim of the RED
project has been, from the beginning, to collect and disseminate as much infor-
mation as possible about the reading habits and practices of men, women and
children in the past.

Scholars are thus able to present a number of different research questions to
the same data and to discover new areas for further research. As this chapter
will show, fifteen years of development, redevelopment and expansion (in several
senses) have meant that RED not only provides a useful example of how digital
technologies can reshape a sub-discipline, but also an illustration of the pleasures
and pitfalls inherent in the use of computers and the internet for research and
teaching. The extremely wide remit of the project has presented, and continues to
present, methodological challenges, some of which are unique to this particular
project, while others are symptomatic of wider questions involved in the study of
history in the digital age. For better or for worse, digital resources can change our
view of history, not just by making widely accessible material that was previously
known only to a few, but also, crucially, by organizing this material in particular
ways. The decisions made by scholars about collecting, collating and cataloguing
material are invisible to front-end users of the resources, but nonetheless
structure our understanding of the information presented, and, sometimes, just
as in the case of more traditional historical scholarship, create a specific narrative
about it. Such narratives may be either explicit or, more commonly, implicit, and
this fact has important implications. Users frequently consider material found
in online databases as ‘raw’ data, and hence treat it accordingly, but this is not,
strictly speaking, true. The invisible processes of selection, collation and pre-
sentation strongly affect the ways in which the data is perceived and used, even
though users may not be aware either of this fact, or of the principles behind
the choices. This chapter will chart and interrogate the tasks involved in con-
structing digital databases and interpreting the results they present, beginning with
the work of collecting the material.

Collecting

It is impossible for any researcher in the field of the history of reading to ignore the
fact that the act of reading is very rarely recorded. As Simon Eliot puts it, ‘any
reading recorded in an historically recoverable way is, almost by definition, an
exceptional recording of an uncharacteristic event by an untypical person.’6 In
other words, scholars are dependent on the survival of records of reading that
are skewed in terms of gender, social class and historical period. Moreover,
such records are also often partial, sketchy or liable to misinterpretation. They
are also difficult to find. Eliot writes:

[T]he evidence for reading is obscure, hidden, scattered and fragmentary.
Its discovery is often a matter of serendipity. Again and again some of the
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best evidence for the history of reading tends to be the by-product of other
research: one stumbles over an extensively glossed book, a diary entry
reveals a day devoted to specific reading with comments attached, a public
library report refers to the odd reading habits of a counting-house clerk,
and so on. On their own they are nothing more than picturesque anecdotes,
listed together they seem too disparate to mean much.7

For many years, therefore, historians tended to dismiss these records as being
unrepresentative and/or unreliable. The opportunity presented by a database
management system, which could bring together enough of these ‘picturesque
anecdotes’ to make analysis meaningful, was thus clearly valuable, but also, by
its very nature, difficult and complicated, giving rise to a series of questions. What
were the principles of selection and the criteria for inclusion and exclusion of
material? How and where would the material be sourced? Who would find it?
What volume of material would constitute a large enough sample on which to
begin analysis? How could the reliability of the sources be tested? Collection
and selection are issues that confront all creators of electronic resources, and
the answers to the questions above (as well as many others) obviously affect the
eventual shape of the data, as well as the kinds of interpretation that are possible.
They hence also invisibly manipulate the kinds of research questions and answers
that arise from the data.

Criteria for inclusion and exclusion were hammered out by the UK RED
project team in the 1990s. The time period 1450 to 1945 (from the invention
of printing to the time when radio and television began to displace print as the
primary form of mass communication) was chosen. A ‘reading experience’ was
defined as ‘a recorded engagement with a written or printed text – beyond the
mere fact of possession’.8 This definition excludes evidence of ownership or
acquirement which is not supported by evidence of reading, for example, sour-
ces such as library catalogues, receipts for book purchases, and the contents of
private libraries. It also limits the parameters of ‘reading’ to print culture,
rather than thinking in terms of the ‘critical reading’ of a play or film, or other
theories of reading. The reading of music is, for now, proscribed. So too is
evidence of professional public readings (such as Charles Dickens’s), and reading
carried out by professional reviewers, as not only is this available elsewhere (for
example, in databases containing a large number of nineteenth-century period-
icals and newspapers), but it was felt that the sheer quantity of this evidence
could overwhelm any attempt to analyse the more everyday experiences. For
similar reasons, fictional depictions of reading are excluded. And finally, graphic
evidence of reading, often found in woodcuts, engravings, illustrations, paint-
ings and photographs, is not yet recorded in UK RED. However, within such
parameters there still remains an enormous diversity of material, and a sub-
stantial difference in the level of detail within that material. For example, the
database includes both extremely detailed entries from daily journals, such as
Samuel Pepys’s and Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s, and very minimal records,
such as the observation of an anonymous man reading an unnamed newspaper

The ‘RED movement’ 97



on a certain date in a particular public house. The differing level of detail
makes interpretative comparative analysis difficult and sometimes impossible.
Yet even some very minimal records still provide statistical evidence that allows
for particular kinds of quantitative analysis. In the last example, that we know
the reader was male, reading a newspaper, in a particular public space is valu-
able information which can be compared with other similarly sketchy or
detailed evidence in order to construct some kind of picture of reading in the
past. The difficulty for users of the database is that they cannot always know in
advance which kind of analysis will be most useful.

The principles of selection were crucial in attempting to ensure that the data
was as representative as possible, within the constraints already outlined above.
Traditionally, historians of reading had tended to use a combination of statistical
evidence (such as booksellers’ records) and case studies of particular readers
(using their diaries, letters, memoirs, autobiographies and marginalia as evidence).
Drawing on existing scholarship, a list of diaries, letters, memoirs, auto-
biographies and known marginalia, as well as secondary sources dealing with
the history of reading was compiled, with the object of working through these
sources to find the information about reading experiences in them. Researchers
on the project attempted to address the skewing of surviving data towards elite
male readers, and towards the end of the period under consideration, by
searching out previously unknown or unused sources (such as prison records;
trial transcripts; scrapbooks and commonplace books; book club records; the
marginalia of unidentified readers; manuscript letters and diaries of family mem-
bers that remained in private ownership and had never previously been published;
mass observation surveys; and oral testimony). Nonetheless, the surviving records
of servants and other working-class readers, of women, and from the period
1450 to 1750, are simply far less common, though they do sometimes exist. Analysis
of the data by class and gender must therefore always take account of the gaps in
the data caused by the lacunae in the historical record, but this depends on the user
of the resource already having some level of knowledge about this issue. The
presentation of the data in an open-access database is inherently problematic in
this sense, as it can seem to present a false equivalence to users of the resource
who do not have any background in the discipline. More broadly, this is a
problem that applies across the digital sphere. The skills of evaluation and
interpretation are crucial to understanding material discovered online, but are
generally under-deployed in a culture that values fast information in the same
way that it values fast food.

Pragmatically, in order to collect the volume of data that was needed to
provide even a minimally representative sample (25,000 records), and ideologically,
because the project members believed in the value of the social construction of
knowledge, it was also necessary to employ crowd-sourcing techniques. From
its inception, the UK RED project encouraged members of the academic community
and the general public to contribute to the database through an online contribution
form. In principle, this allowed both a wider selection and a greater volume of
material to be entered. This was certainly true to some extent, as members of
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the public contributed the manuscript letters and diaries of ancestors and rela-
tives who were quite unknown to the wider world, as well as marginalia and
annotations in their book collections, and many volunteers alerted the project
team to rich veins of material. Fascinating information about the habits of ordin-
ary readers which would otherwise have remained locked in trunks and attics is
thus now in the public domain. However, the collection of data was also shaped in
part according to the interests of those who contributed, which sometimes
worked against the attempt to create a representative sample. Members of
author societies, for example, were generally interested in entering details of the
reading of ‘their’ author. The database currently contains 405 records about
Robert Louis Stevenson’s reading, all of which were entered by members of the
Stevenson Society. These records are immensely valuable in what they tell us about
Stevenson’s responses to texts, from which one can extrapolate many different
kinds of argument, but the emphasis on one particular reader can distort the pos-
sibilities for quantitative analysis across the data in the database. Stevenson’s
contemporary, Arthur Conan Doyle, for example, has only one entry. This is clearly
not illustrative of the different reading habits of the two men (other sources,
including his own autobiography, Memories and Adventures (1924), show us
that Conan Doyle was a voracious reader), but instead, of the interest of
Stevensonians in the UK RED project. Nonetheless, when the database is searched
in different ways, such as by keyword, or by the title of the text read, the presence
of the Stevenson data is extremely valuable, as it provides the opportunity to
compare the responses of other readers of the same text over a wide historical
period. What is lost in the possibility for quantitative analysis is gained in the
benefit to qualitative analysis.

The Stevenson case provides an example of a potential problem in the use of
digital resources more broadly. Digitization projects inevitably direct students
and researchers towards particular archives, material, or kinds of data at the
expense of others, and encourage pockets of research in specific fields. Reputable
websites usually provide clear statements about their principles of selection, and
trained historians will almost always investigate potential bias in their sources,
but even when explanations exist on the website, some students and researchers
do not always either read them, or have the in-depth contextual knowledge that
would make the disclaimers properly comprehensible to them. In this particular
example, beginning research into Stevenson’s reading is now much simpler than
starting an investigation into Conan Doyle’s, as all the information needed to
start a Stevenson project is available at the click of a mouse, whereas a researcher
would need to comb through a variety of print sources before arriving at a similar
starting point for Conan Doyle. The danger is that in studies that take a wide
look at reading in the nineteenth century, Stevenson’s reading will feature much
more heavily and so seem to be more important than Conan Doyle’s, though
this is not in any way objectively true. Because of the sheer scale – and the
constant updating – of the RED project, it is impossible to name all specific
examples of bias in the data on the website, though a researcher who looked
closely at the pages dedicated to volunteers and contribution9 would be able to
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glean the necessary information from them. To give another example, the
online availability of the Old Bailey Sessions Papers10 makes it far easier and
less time-consuming to research criminal practices in London than in other
large British cities, or rural regions, with the result that a body of research
relating to these papers has been built up. The resource is extremely useful to
crime historians, and we in no way wish to denigrate its importance or usefulness,
but its very excellence has the potential to intensify the already metropolitan
bias of narratives of British history, presenting a version of history based on
information from London that may, in fact, not hold true in regional cities, or the
rural areas of the British Isles. There is a very real danger that, through sheer
weight of numbers, partial versions of history will start to become accepted as
universal. Better training for students and researchers in identifying the inherent
biases in digital sources would go some way towards solving this problem.

Unlike many digital projects, such as Wikipedia, the UK RED project team
employed a traditional editorial approach towards the data, deciding that it was
important to verify all the entries contributed to test their reliability, as well as
to weed out potential duplication of information. While many would advocate
a more wiki-style resource, the project team believed that only this level of
editorial involvement could guarantee the eventual consistency and usefulness of
the resource. Such debates are in no way limited to this single project, and raise
the wider question of how and why information is controlled in the digital age.
With respect to research resources, it remains unclear whether the onus for
establishing the veracity of a piece of data should rest with the creators or the
users of the resource. If it is to be the latter, then greater openness about the
collection and structure of data by creators needs to be combined with better
teaching of students in their use of the World Wide Web and the growing
number of electronic resources which now exist for studying the past.

In the case of UK RED, the decisions imposed a heavy editorial burden,
which is ongoing since the project is, at least in theory, never-ending. Records
continue to be collected and stored as they are contributed by the project team
and external contributors. To some extent, this suggests that the material in the
database will always reflect the current state of scholarship, following rather
than setting trends. On the other hand, the discoveries facilitated by the juxta-
position of very diverse material can and do lead to new ways of thinking about
the discipline. A comparative methodology is made possible by the technology,
so that existing scholarship can be taken in new directions. The organization of
the data, through cataloguing and collating, is thus a crucial step in facilitating
new kinds of research.

Cataloguing

Evidence of reading found by project staff or volunteers is entered into the
database through an online contribution form. At present, this form is designed
to handle textual evidence only; pictorial or audio evidence, such as photographs
or interviews, cannot be entered into the database at this time. UK RED thus
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has a textual bias, containing only evidence of reading written down in the
historical record in either print or manuscript. Moreover, UK RED is not a
‘traditional’ digitization project. Where other digital projects produce online
replicas of archives, by uploading high-quality images of the primary sources,
contributors to UK RED are essentially asked to describe their finds using the
online form. In other words, contributors are asked to transcribe the evidence
from the original source, preferably by directly quoting from it. The remaining
fields on the form are then used to provide the context for that quotation, or to
tag the quotation with useful metadata using the fields provided.

The result is that through this process the evidence of reading is fragmented
and reassembled into a form that bears no resemblance to the original. This
high degree of editorial intervention in the process of digitization means that
UK RED looks very much like a traditional secondary source, describing evi-
dence and presenting results of research rather than directly incentivizing users
to examine the evidence for themselves. For instance, as research-active histor-
ians and teachers we uphold certain standards of critical source analysis, which
include a thorough assessment of the primary source. The physical properties of
the source do matter – its overall size, the fonts used, the inclusion of any non-
textual matter, and the location of the piece of evidence within the textual
layout of the page or the whole document. UK RED rarely provides that level
of detail for any piece of evidence.

The reason for this is largely financial. High-quality digital images are expensive,
as are the rights to reproduce material from archives and printed books. UK RED
not only contains a great quantity of data assembled from such a large number
of sources, however, but because the collection of this data is potentially infinite,
and relies on contributions from volunteers, it is impossible to predict financial
outlay and compile budgets. Thus even if a way is found to incorporate visual
and audio evidence, so that users can view a photograph of the original manuscript
or annotated page, or listen to an interview about someone’s reading during the
1940s, UK RED will probably never be able to provide access to complete original
textual primary sources.11 This does not mean that UK RED is of less value or
inferior standing when compared with those resources which have reproduced
original sources, because, despite appearances, no digital archive is an exact
replica of the original. What appears onscreen has always undergone a number
of editorial interventions, mainly to do with selection and presentation. In many
cases, not every item within an archive is digitized. Sometimes this is the result of
funding constraints, whereby certain parts of the archive are photographed and
released in different stages.12 Other times, there are items within archives that
are too fragile for this type of handling. For example, in the case of the Victorian
Plays Project: A digital archive of selected plays from T.H. Lacy’s Acting Edition
of Victorian Plays (1848–1873), 400 plays of a potential 1,500 were marked for
digitization, but out of those a significant number had deteriorated to the extent
that ink from the verso of the leaves was showing through, making reproduction
difficult and the OCR conversion process impossible. These plays were thus
excluded from the online resource.13
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Recent collections of digitized newspapers present another instructive example.
As newspaper historians are aware, newspapers can be unstable texts: one issue
might be represented by several editions. In the case of nineteenth-century
metropolitan mass circulation weekly newspapers such as Lloyd’s Weekly
Newspaper and Reynolds’s Newspaper, several editions of the issue sold on the
Sunday were printed in order to cater for geographically dispersed readers and last-
minute breaking news. However, the reproduction of these newspapers in
the 19th Century British Library Newspapers does not seem to take this issue
into consideration. For example, while one of the authors of this chapter was
researching crime news published in Lloyd’s Weekly Newspaper between 1840
and 1870, she often found that reports contained in the microfilm edition of the
newspaper did not match those in the digitized copies online. For instance,
many articles on famous metropolitan murders in the digitized version were
incomplete, excluding crucial reports received by editors late in the week, and
columns on intelligence from London’s police courts were, at times, missing
altogether, suggesting that different editions were being consulted. In defence of
the producers of this valuable digital resource, it can be difficult to distinguish
between editions – only some newspapers list the edition number, while others
provide clues deeply buried in the columns of news. In the case of Lloyd’s Weekly
News, often when reports on murders were incomplete a small notice was printed
at the end of the shortened (digitized) reports, explaining that the edition had been
printed early for provincial readers and that any further reports would appear
in next week’s issue. Moreover, not every edition survives. However, by not
being upfront about this, there is a danger that researchers could make important
but false conclusions based on assumptions about the readership or dissemination
of a particular piece of news contained in an edition.

Digitization manipulates in other crucial ways which are often much less
apparent when digital images of the original sources are presented on the
screen. Because contributors to UK RED are asked to transcribe the evidence of
reading into the database, errors undoubtedly occur. Some of these are picked up
and corrected by the database editors, for instance, simple typing errors. However,
of concern is when such errors are corrected even though they existed in the
original source, or when more fundamental errors in transcriptions are not
detected at all. It is all too easy when rapidly transcribing texts to accidentally
supplement a crucial word for one that was not in the original. The danger lies
in the use of that evidence to support fundamental conclusions about reading in
the past. But, in resources such as UK RED where the process of transcription
is made obvious to users, thereby providing a direct encouragement to users to
either revisit the original source or at least make reference to the digital
resource in their notes, this situation might actually be less likely to occur.

Many other resources which contain images of the original documents also
subject those sources to a form of transcription, but this is often hidden from
public view. Optical Character Recognition, or OCR, transforms the original
scanned document into machine encoded text. Essentially, that transcription is
what is analysed when keyword searches are performed on these documents.
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It is promising technology that has revolutionized the digitization of historical
texts. However, OCR is not error free. The result is that either many hours
are spent attempting to correct errors in the transcription or a far from ideal
resource is produced in which adequately decoded text is available, but access
to the collection as a whole (sometimes the majority) is restricted. In the case of
the latter it is a highly frustrating situation, because the application of various
electronic methodologies to analyse those documents is futile, and scholars who
use these resources are forced back into the use of traditional methodologies,
which challenges the rationale behind digitization.

Finally, it would be naive to suggest that those resources that include images of
original documents necessarily encourage more expert engagement with sources.
It is true that where images have been digitized, technology can assist greatly in
their analysis and interpretation, for example, through the ability to zoom in
very closely on particular sections. With regard to textually rich sources, such
as newspapers, transcripts of criminal court trials, and even early published
books, the way in which material is presented discourages examination of the
physical form of the source. TheOld Bailey Online presents users with a transcript
of a trial with an option to view the original source – it would be interesting to
know how many people actually use that option, and how many base their con-
clusions on the transcript. Similarly, newspaper databases, such as The Times
Digital Archive and Nineteenth Century British Library Newspapers, attempt to
force users to go straight to articles which contain specific keywords and are
detached from the issues in which they appeared. In both resources, it is very
difficult to move from the relevant article to the page and to the whole issue,
which assists in the misinterpretation of these fragments by scholars.14

If the fragmentation of primary sources by UK RED and other digital resources
on the one hand hampers traditional methods of source analysis, on the other
hand the process facilitates the use of new technological methods that help us to
examine large collections of sources and reveal new insights into the past. It is
only by breaking sources down into a number of descriptive fields that these
sources can be compared and patterns between them illuminated. As stated
above, contributors to UK RED not only transcribe the evidence of reading (the
quotation from the original source) into one field of the database, they are also
requested to supply as much information as possible on the identity of the
reader, the text being read, and the circumstances of the reading experience.
However, because UK RED is based on a wide variety of qualitative evidence,
which comes from an extremely diverse set of sources, problems in the cataloguing
of that evidence immediately arise.

The first is that not every field in the database can be completed for every
entry. In fact, virtually every entry in the database has data missing from at
least one field, and often in more than one. UK RED thus sits a little uneasily
amongst other resources which appear to be much more complete. For instance, in
the case of the Old Bailey Online, which is composed of just one source, the
Old Bailey Sessions Papers, the data looks much more stable and assessable. After
all, every trial has a defendant, victim, indictment and verdict, and this certainly
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gives users confidence in using the Old Bailey Online for charting patterns
of criminal activity in the metropolis, or at least that which came before this
criminal court. In UK RED some of the evidence is as thin as the observation of
an anonymous person, with no recorded gender, reading an unidentified text.
And yet, as suggested above, the fact that this particular reading experience was
recorded leads the editors of the database to argue that its inclusion is important
for the purposes of analysis.

The second difficulty is that because UK RED charts experiences of reading over
such a long time period, many of the categories used to describe reading
experiences are fluid which means that it can be very difficult to insert any kind
of authority control into various fields. When control is asserted, the results are
often imperfect. For instance, terms currently offered to contributors to describe
the socio-economic group of the reader are essentially derived from a nineteenth-
century social hierarchy, and thus imperfectly reflect the social structures of the
preceding and subsequent centuries. Yet to do away with these would be to
limit any possibility of tracking the reading skill and reading taste amongst
particular social groups. The list of countries from which contributors are
asked to specify the place of reading experience is similarly unsatisfactory. Not
only do names of countries change over time, but borders also shift, making
any longue durée assessment of the reading of Britons in particular foreign
countries rather difficult to achieve.

The problems of fluidity spill over to those reading experiences which are
confined by time and place. Qualitative evidence so often defies any attempt to
catalogue it rigidly. There is an ever-present danger in UK RED of providing
either too little or too much contextual data on each reading experience. In
other words, what we often consider as vital in assessing a qualitative source is
not at all useful in the process of cataloguing that source. For example, in the
case of readers contained in UK RED, there is a competing need to pin down
these individuals by providing data about their lives and to describe the context
of their reading experiences. The individual, say a nineteenth-century professional
male, for whom we have many reading experiences but who has also, naturally,
undergone a number of shifts in his life, presents a problem for UK RED. It is
prudent to know that at the time of reading Great Expectations this man was a
teacher, and by assigning that occupation to him we can compare his experience
of reading this book with that of other male teachers. However, this man in fact
began life as a milkman. Ordinarily, in assessing the reading of this individual, we
would regard this information as important, that it may have a potential impact
on his reading of Great Expectations. However, finding ways to adequately
represent this in a database structure does pose difficulties. For the time being it has
been solved by assigning occupations both to individuals (for the purposes of dis-
ambiguation) and to reading experiences. The challenge rests in the communication
of the complexity of this data to users of UK RED.

UK RED is therefore a useful example of the complexity involved in the
process of digitizing qualitative evidence. Attempts to extract meaningful data
from these sources which can shed light on patterns of experience can lead to
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reductionism. But if the process of cataloguing this evidence is not approached
with some rigour, and tough decisions on descriptive categories avoided, then
potential uses of this data are destroyed, and databases such as UK RED are
confined to serving the role of an index to sources. This will not do.

Collating

The key to avoiding this situation lies in the collation of data, bringing the
digitized data together in meaningful ways in order to push the boundaries of
scholarship. That, after all, should be the raison d’être of digitization, because
what we lose from digitizing the original source we gain in terms of new
methods of analysis. In the first instance, UK RED, like many other electronic
resources in the humanities, offers access to its collection of reading experiences
through keyword searching, either within specific fields or across all fields of the
database. Although this method of access does encourage the type of fragmented
analysis described above, as users are presented with a ‘Google-style’ list of
hits, or a summary of those entries which contain the relevant keywords, more
sophisticated use of the structured query language (SQL) that sits behind the
search can expose patterns in the data.

For example, it is possible to use UK RED to track reading tastes. The database
can provide an answer to those ‘million-dollar’ questions about the popularity of
particular titles and authors. Structured queries interrogating the nineteenth-century
data reveal that the book most often read in that period was the Bible, and that
the most popular author was Sir Walter Scott, closely followed by William
Shakespeare.15 But the examination does not end there. When we look a little
more closely at the results from these queries, we find that while there are close to
400 records of Bible reading, around 370 instances of engagement with Scott’s
poems or novels, and 340 reading experiences of Shakespeare’s works, these
entries combined make up less than 7 per cent of the total nineteenth-century
data in UK RED. In terms of named works, including those for which we have
no title but can attribute to an author, there are close to 10,000 represented in
UK RED, and nearly every one of those has fewer than 50 records associated with
it. In fact, 90 per cent of these texts are represented by fewer than 10 records. We
could say that UK RED thus provides some confirmation of the trend in studies
of reading to emphasize the great diversity of reading diets in the nineteenth
century.

Alternatively, we could argue that these results expose significant problems
with using essentially quantitative methods to analyse qualitative sources, and
even more than that, a variety of different qualitative sources in the same query.
As stated above, the evidence of reading is necessarily patchy, which tends to leave
many blank spaces in the database. Can we chart patterns across a database when
large quantities of data are missing? Queries can of course be narrowed to look at
relative examples – the presence of Walter Scott amongst those entries where
the name of the author was given, for instance. But, given that such a method
restricts enquiries to a select number of sources, to what extent does this
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perpetuate the problems that exist in traditional studies of reading, which resort
again and again to the same rich sources to make conclusions about reading
tastes and practices in the past?

The value of UK RED lies in its collection of evidence of reading from non-
traditional sources alongside those we have known about for a long time,
and the challenge lies in the appropriate exposure of that evidence. At present it
tends to be overwhelmed by the traditional sources, namely the letters and
diaries of famous individuals. So Elizabeth Barrett Browning (in her single and
married state) has close to 600 reading experiences recorded in UK RED. Over
400 reading experiences are attributed to George Eliot, and Lord Byron is
represented by around 266 entries. Diaries and journals, which, requiring more
time, commitment and financial outlay, tend to be written by those of the
higher classes, might give an account of every single day that a text was read. In
contrast, the memoir (the writing of which became popular in the nineteenth
century across a far wider social spectrum than the diary)16 will provide a list
of works read over the course of a lifetime. The memoir will generate one
entry, the diary perhaps ten or more, depending on the speed and commitment
of the reader. Even if differences between diaries and memoirs can be balanced
out in the database over time, it is much more difficult to achieve a similar
equilibrium with respect to those sources which provide snapshots of the reading
habits of ordinary people. UK RED contains data from a number of socio-
logical surveys or observational studies, not to mention criminal court records,
in which disclosure about reading is largely incidental. It may be that evidence
derived from these sources points at much more common practices than those
sources which describe at length the role of reading in the life of an individual.17

However, the way that SQL functions means that all these sources are considered
as equal, even though as historians we know that some sources are more equal
than others.

In this way, UK RED might offer some useful lessons to those scholars cur-
rently engaged in linked data projects. By focusing on the theme of reading, and
collecting a diverse range of evidence that connects with that theme, UK RED
is, in many ways, doing at the micro level what other projects are seeking to do
at the macro level. For some years now, scholars in the digital humanities have
been increasingly aware that the creation of e-resources has not reflected the
practice of research within disciplines. In other words, projects have tended to
focus on the digitization of defined sets of sources, but in compiling an article
or book, historians often consult several different sets of sources, bringing
the results of their analysis together. Projects such as Mapping Crime,18 and,
more recently, Connected Histories,19 have attempted not only to replicate that
research process, but in so doing, to expose new connections between sources
to the extent that the data derived from the sources becomes much more
important than the individual sources. In other words, with the launch of
Connected Histories we are approaching the point where thousands of pieces of
data extracted from hundreds of sources are reassembled in order to tell us
about the past while little time is spent agonizing over the relative merits of the
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different sources from which this data was derived.20 What UK RED can bring
to the table in this discussion is a reminder about the gaps and silences in his-
torical evidence. Approximately 90 per cent of the nineteenth-century records
in UK RED relate to the reading of printed matter, and of these, 78 per cent
describe the reading of books, while only 9 and 7 per cent of entries provide
an account of the reading of serials and newspapers, respectively. And yet,
attention to the sources in our analysis of the history of reading suggests that
newspaper reading, often an everyday activity rarely recorded in memoirs and
even diaries, may have been more common than book reading in this period.

This is not to say that more qualitative methods of analysing the links
between data derived from different sources should not be attempted. On the
contrary, the employment of a range of different methods to study links
between data might actually help us to overcome obstacles posed by the relative
merits of each source. So, for example, in the case of UK RED some use of
social network analysis, which models links between texts and readers, might
help to expose the ways in which communities form around texts, the emphasis
being on the replication of patterns, and the connections between these patterns,
rather than on particular titles that attracted lots of readers. Similarly, techni-
ques of text mining and semantic analysis should provide a different perspective,
for example, patterns in the ways in which people discuss their interactions with
the written word, and hence how they conceptualize the act of reading. Very
frequently, for example, readers describe either their books or the authors of
the books as ‘friends’. In his biography of his uncle, Lord Macaulay, Sir George
Otto Trevelyan described his uncle’s relationship with books as follows:

His way of life would have been deemed solitary by others, but it was not
solitary to him. While he had a volume in his hands he never could be
without a quaint companion to laugh with or laugh at, an adversary to
stimulate his combativeness; a counsellor to suggest wise or lofty thoughts,
and a friend with whom to share them. When he opened for the tenth or
fifteenth time some history, or memoir, or romance, – every incident and
almost every sentence of which he had by heart, – his feeling was precisely
that which we experience on meeting an old comrade [ … ] There was no
society in London so agreeable that Macaulay would have preferred it at
breakfast, or at dinner to the company of Sterne, or Fielding, or Horace
Walpole, or Boswell … 21

Similarly, another nephew-biographer, James Edward Austen-Leigh, wrote in
his 1870 Memoir of Jane Austen’s knowledge of Richardson’s novels that
‘[e]very circumstance narrated in Sir Charles Grandison, all that was ever said
or done in the cedar parlour, was familiar to her; and the wedding days of
Lady L. and Lady G. were as well remembered as if they had been living
friends.’22

Keyword searches for terms such as ‘friend’ and its cognates turn up swathes
of such material, which can then be carefully contextualized and interpreted.
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For many readers, reading is conceptualized as a meeting of minds across time
or space. To John Keats, for example, reading Shakespeare was both an act of
communion with Shakespeare himself, and a form of imaginative communication
with friends across distance: ‘I shall read a passage of Shakspeare [sic] every
Sunday at ten o Clock – you read one [a]t the same time and we shall be as
near each other as blind bodies can be in the same room.’23 Across a very wide
time period, metaphors about books recur. They are friends, adversaries and com-
rades, rooms, lands, whole worlds, meat and drink, addictive drugs and poison, to
name just a few ways in which books are repeatedly depicted. The relevance of
such metaphors to our knowledge of reading in the past is that they provide an
insight into the ways in which historical readers thought about their books. If
‘the past is a foreign country’, where ‘they do things differently’, as L. P. Hartley
suggested, knowing more about the minds of the inhabitants of that country
must surely be the first step to understanding how that country worked.24 This
is precisely the kind of information that cannot be retrieved from any other kind of
evidence in the field of the history of reading. If the thousands of ‘picturesque
anecdotes’ now collected in UK RED had remained, as Simon Eliot warned that
they might, ‘permanently fragmented’, it would be almost impossible even to find
enough reading experiences such as these, let alone to try to start to analyse their
similarities and differences in order to recognize the conceptual frameworks that
they have in common.

In the best possible way, then, UK RED is opening up avenues for genuinely
new kinds of research and new kinds of connections to be made. The most
recent developments in the RED project (involving the collaboration of a
number of international partners who are each developing their own national
databases of reading experiences based on the software and database structure
of the original UK RED project) have the potential to extend the possibility for
comparative analysis. These developments reflect not only recent trends in book
historical scholarship towards the transnational and the global, but also, of
course, historical practice: both books and readers move around. Developing a
transnational RED, made up of a number of national REDs, is thus an excellent
first step in reflecting the fluidity of books and ideas across space, added to
RED’s existing ability to represent the movement of ideas across time.

There are serious technical challenges to be met, however. The need for each
national database to set its own parameters regarding dates that reflect that
nation’s print history is one. The development of the capacity to include
audiofiles and visual images is another. The need for bilingualism – or
trilingualism – is yet another. And maintaining interoperability while allowing
for these sorts of customizations and flexibility is the greatest of all. All of the
members of the international RED project are extremely aware of the dangers
involved in such issues, but we should have confidence in the robustness and
rigour that is being brought to the business of avoiding these. The increasing
internationalization of both book history and reading history suggests that the
lessons learned by the international RED project will have wider ramifications
for other digital resources in the future.
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Conclusions

It is important to make the point that any one method of analysing the sources in
RED will often tend to provide a biased or partial historical narrative. Instead,
several of the methods of analysis touched on above need to be utilized simul-
taneously if we are ever to have a full and accurate picture of reading in the
past. The same caveat applies to most, if not all, electronic resources. The lessons
learned by the RED project team suggest that at all stages of the construction
and development of a digitization project, data must be collected and stored in
a way that does not limit the data to only one kind of analysis. But the
responsibility does not lie only with the creators of such resources. Users of
digital resources need to become more aware of the kind of work that goes on
behind the front end of an electronic resource if they are to use that resource
most effectively, and they need to understand the importance of using a wide
range of methods to analyse data in order to avoid reductionism. Computers
are useful tools which add to our understanding of the past, but they must be
used alongside, and should not replace, more traditional historical methods.
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6 Writing history with the digital image
A cautious celebration

Brian Maidment

Not so many years ago, but far enough in the past to be seen as part of that
remote period that might be called ‘pre-digital’, I had the opportunity to spend
a week in the Guildhall Library in London as part of the preparatory research
for a book I was writing on the representational and cultural history of London
dustmen. It proved to be a productive week. The Library had folders of prints and
texts under the heading of ‘dustmen’, the knowledgeable Library staff brought me
other material that they thought might be relevant, and there was time to look
through some serendipitous files just in case. I came away well satisfied with my
replete notebooks and copious photocopies. Not so long afterwards, the JISC
funded Collage Portal was established which made available on the internet a
vast range of the graphic images held by the Guildhall Library.1 Ostensibly a
collection of material related to London and its history, nonetheless the website
showed a mass not just of documentary material but also images belonging to
modes as various as caricatures, the urban picturesque and series of street cries.
An early exercise in digitizing a major collection, and funded centrally by JISC,
the organization of the Guildhall website offered a variety of search terms that
stepped beyond obvious categories like ‘place’ or ‘trade’, and offered search
results in pages of thumb-nail images that could be easily and rapidly viewed on
the screen. In a single morning, sat at my computer in Salford, and quickly
scanning page after page of assembled thumb-nails, I doubled the number of
images from the Guildhall collections that were relevant to my work. Contrary
to my expectations, I did not substantially conduct this search of the Library’s
holdings of images by means of the wide-ranging and helpful categories into
which the site was organized, and which seemed to promise an easy and
immediate means of finding relevant material. The organization of the search
categories in this collection will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.

Although the available ‘artists’ category was of relatively little help because
many of the kinds of images I was interested in were produced by little-known,
unexpected or simply anonymous artists, and the ‘print-making method’ of
similarly limited use because the images I wanted were produced in every
medium (including oil painting), the ‘publishers’ category proved extremely
productive. Working through entries for publishers with known specialisms in
urban street scenes immediately massed together a wide range of relevant



prints.2 But the basic method I used for working through the Guildhall digital
collection was a visual scrutiny of massed thumb-nail images. In this instance,
despite the extremely sophisticated tagging of images and a clear and extensive
listing of search categories made painstakingly available, the gathering together
of relevant dustman images from this digital resource remained rooted in the
ability provided by the website to see a lot of images very quickly rather than a
consequence of the site’s considerable efforts to support the researcher’s work
through search categories and good metadata. Such a dialogue between traditional
empirical research and the modes of identifying, gathering, organizing and
classifying information that characterize digital resources for academic research
forms a central interest of this chapter.

I narrate the above anecdote of what must have been a commonplace experience
for ageing researchers not just to represent the naive wonder of a ‘digital immi-
grant’ scholar when confronted with the new-found plenitude of research material
offered by the web. Rather, I want to think through some of the implications of
this experience for a researcher reared thirty years ago on traditional empirical
methods of discovery and analysis, of no great technical computing proficiency
(while not quite a Luddite about new technologies), but committed inevitably and
not unwillingly to the digital realm as a mechanism for carrying out research in
visual culture. My field of interest lies largely in mass circulation, ‘middle-’ and
‘lowbrow’ image making and print culture in the first half of the nineteenth
century and, while this scholarly field has been massively represented and
extended by recent web-based publications, I have no experience that would let
me talk of the impact of digitization on the study of fine art images. What follows,
then, is entirely derived from attempts to study specialized kinds of image making
within a limited range of genres and modes from early nineteenth-century print
culture – pictures made for a newly energetic and volatile marketplace where
the image was becoming central to commercial success.

It has to be said immediately that such a research interest would have been,
and indeed was, extremely difficult to pursue without the advent of the kinds of
digital resources made available through the web. The study of visual culture
has been extremely well served by the compulsion to digitize. Yet one obvious
immediate consequence of the flood of images made available on the web is the
danger of mistaking plenitude for comprehensiveness, or even representativeness.
Any sense of what might be absent recedes under the press of what is so obviously
and overwhelmingly present and the immediate satisfaction to be gained from that
presence. Having more than enough images than can be viewed, let alone under-
stood or explained, in a scholarly lifetime is both exhilarating and daunting. In
order to manage such plenitude, an immediate scholarly impulse is towards
thematic modes of organization – editors of scholarly journals undoubtedly will
have already received a glut of articles on ‘the representation of’ street music, or
scavengers, or almost anything under the nineteenth-century sun that bring
together the material to be found by thematic searches of web-based resources.
The consequences of a scholarly impulse towards such modes of apprehending the
visual will be discussed later in this chapter.
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The dialogue between plenty and representativeness or comprehensiveness in
the availability of digitized visual culture can be immediately approached by listing
some of the more obvious resources now available for scholarly purposes. It is
important to make an initial distinction between text- or print-based digitization
projects and those concerned solely or primarily with images. Most web-based
publications of printed material are given shape by the generic, functional or
historical coherence of the sources used – court records, for example, or nineteenth-
century literature about the city, or newspapers from a particular area. Such
material is generally shaped into some form of coherence that bears witness to
intended users as well as editorial preoccupations and perceptions. The web-based
publication of images tends to be a much more miscellaneous or even incoherent
process, sometimes based on visual attractiveness as much as public usefulness.
In particular, much of the visual material appearing on the web is present in,
but incidental to, its source – I use the term ‘incidental to’ here deliberately in
preference to the more optimistic ‘integral within’. The illustrations to periodicals
and newspapers provide obvious examples of this process, raising many complex-
ities about how illustrations are to be found and ‘read’ when they are seldom
amenable to word search, and offering immediate issues about how far digitization
offers an effective simulacrum of the original image. Clearly there are major
differences between the nature of a digitized text and digitized image which will
be considered later.

But more important still is the recognition that collections of images have an
institutional history fundamentally different from that of archives of printed
texts and books. As already suggested, the visual and the graphic often have an
archival presence that is largely incidental upon a primarily text-based collection.
To give an example, the extraordinary collections of eighteenth- and early
nineteenth-century satirical prints in the Lewis Walpole Library in Farmington,
Connecticut, were put together largely by a private collector using personal
funds as an ‘illustrative’ resource for the editing of a massive edition of Horace
Walpole’s Letters.3 Their immediate function was to supply visual information
to explain, illustrate or underscore historical understanding centrally derived from
traditional text-based resources, although, of course, subsequent curatorial
policy and development of the collection has made it one of the outstanding
collections of British caricature quite aside from its Walpole connections.

More recent scholars concerned with the presence of the image in historical
research have sought to oppose or at least sophisticate a crudely ‘evidential’
response to visual culture, pointing to the need to acknowledge the history
of representation itself as one of the central discourses that constructs historical
meaning.4 They have pointed to the many ways in which images construct their
own version of reality built out of particular generic and icononographical tradi-
tions, the ideological assumptions of their makers, the assumed interests, beliefs
and needs of their consumers, and the modes of production and consumption
through which they became available and carried social meanings. Just to take
one small but telling symptom of the highly mediated nature of visual culture as
evidence, the colouring of prints remains extremely difficult to interpret. To use
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my own interest in nineteenth-century dustmen as a test case, is it safe to
assume that, based on the vast consensus of evidence provided by coloured
caricatures, dustmen almost invariably wore red velveteen breeches?5 There is
some confirmatory evidence for this belief to be obtained from printed sources,
but nonetheless there remains the possibility that dustmen in red breeches were
largely the invention of hard-pressed colourists looking to give their black and
white outlines some visual impact – or even the awful possibility that a col-
ourist had a good red easily available and slapped it on, thus forming a pre-
cedent taken up by subsequent colourists quite independent of any ‘truth’ about
what dustmen actually wore.

Such issues about the necessary refusal of a predominantly or crudely evidential
approach to the interpretation of images is, of course, important whether the
image is studied in its original print form, in a book, or on a computer screen.
What matters here is whether the digital image is more likely, in its increasingly
naturalized and normalized web-based screen presence, to lead the researcher
away from the task of filtering the historical information to be gained from
pictures through the many representational codes and traditions through which
they are constructed. In the case of the Lewis Walpole Library, the publication of a
‘Digital Collection’ to some extent frees the images in the collection from the
circumambient collections of printed materials, manuscripts and artefacts in
which they were originally situated and which allocated them to their evidential
function. Yet, despite the Library’s obvious respect for their autonomous potential
as a visual collection, nonetheless the assembled caricatures still show important
traces of their original function. The formation of this particular collection
depended on the interests, financial resources, collecting ability and immediate
scholarly purposes of an individual. It was assembled to serve the purposes of a
particular literary historian undertaking the specific task of editing Horace
Walpole’s extensive correspondence. Thus, while the Lewis Walpole Library’s
collection of eighteenth-century caricature remains one of the most extensive
available anywhere in the world, it is not entirely free (despite an astute recent
acquisitions policy) from a belief that caricature provides the most visually effec-
tive way of understanding eighteenth-century politics, and that the aesthetics of
caricatures are of less interest than their socio-political content. Underlying
these assumptions remains the implication that visual culture is a ‘supplementary’
form of historical understanding.

By a further accident of the Library’s collecting history, it has extensive holdings
of comic and satirical prints published in the Regency and early Victorian periods,
a noticeably difficult area to research, which are also available in the Digital
Collection. In this instance, in recognition that the Library’s function is primarily
to offer resources for the study of eighteenth-century British history, there have been
only limited attempts by the Library to fill out gaps or give range and coherence to
those collections that stand outside the central research interests of scholars of
eighteenth-century British history.6 Thus, while the Lewis Walpole’s collections
offer an immensely valuable visual resource, what is available in their Digital
Collections remains extensive but incoherent, accessible but accidental. The
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wealth of what is available in its range and richness has the potential to conceal
what is absent and what is incomplete.

The Lewis Walpole Library’s decision to digitize its ‘flat satires’ as a first
stage in making its collections widely available in electronic form was driven by a
number of motives. The first was a clear recognition of the scholarly importance
and uniqueness of its holdings. The second was a realization that digitization is an
essential means of preservation for delicate paper-based artefacts – however com-
plex and risky a process digitization might be, it forms a key method of limiting
the amount of handling that paper-based artefacts need to endure. The third
was amenability of caricatures – largely produced as single sheet images – to the
processes of electronic reproduction. The fourth, crucially, was the availability of
enough funds, expertise and will to undertake such a large-scale project. Few
institutions will have a comparable combination of outstanding but physically
coherent collections, available funds and expertise, and a strong sense of
responsibility to scholars worldwide. It remains unusual among the sponsors of
major digitization projects in its central commitment to visual material. Large-scale
digital archives or collections that primarily derive from an impulse to assemble
and preserve predominantly visual material are on the whole somewhat rare. Major
nationally important institutions do, of course, have a web presence that includes
digital material, and sometimes this presence is extensive. The New York Public
Library, for instance, has included a large-scale presence of visual material on
its website.7 The Science Museum in London offers a rich sample of images as a
means of apprehending its collections.8 The British Museum website has a
considerable number of satirical prints on offer, all with extremely comprehensive
catalogue entries.9 Yet the digital presence in these cases, while recognizing the
public responsibilities of such august institutions, is largely that of a ‘showcase’
for their prodigious holdings, and, as such, a recognition that visual attractiveness
and variety form important elements in bringing in and engaging readers and
visitors. More complex in its function is the wonderful digitized collection from
the John Johnson Collection of printed ephemera at the Bodleian Library, Oxford,
a collection in which visual culture intersects powerfully with print culture, and
which accordingly offers a unique resource for cross- and interdisciplinary
research. Here the visuality of print culture is stressed in ways which offer an
alternative to the stress shown by historians on the verbal as the primary
medium for historical understanding.10

Yet the John Johnson digital archive, while freely available to scholarly and
public libraries in Great Britain, was mounted as a commercial project, and it is
expensive for overseas users. While not as inaccessible on grounds of cost as the
commercial image libraries like Getty Images or the Bridgeman Library which
are directed largely at providing pictures for newspapers, magazines and books,
nonetheless the marketing of the John Johnson website does acknowledge that
dedicated collections of images can be used to generate income. In the case of
many libraries, like the Guildhall Library, the income generated by the scholarly
use of images drawn from the collection is doubtless of real value in sustaining
and augmenting the collections, and in allowing further digitization to take
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place. But many scholarly authors are finding that the increasing charges made
for the republication of images in books and essays, which embrace both fees
for republication and charges for the mechanics of the reprographic process, to say
nothing of the complexity of obtaining reproductive permissions and the laby-
rinthine demands of copyright law, paradoxically often put the full exploitation of
the newly visible richness of digital resources beyond the reach of the resources
available to support publication.11 While Google Books and Project Gutenberg
make full texts (and, of course, their illustrations) freely available, the digitizing
of the image has nonetheless derived to a large extent from a strong sense of the
commercial potential of the web-based collection.

If few large-scale dedicated collections of graphic images beyond a number of
specialist repositories and those collections mounted as an element within the
websites of major libraries and museums exist, there remain a mass of other
electronic sources whose motives for mounting a digital collection of images on
the web extend far beyond the commercial. As already suggested, the appear-
ance of a mass of images is often contingent upon, ancillary to, or an integrated
part of collections built round particular thematic concerns. Obvious examples
would be the Guildhall Library (ostensibly a collection dedicated to the history
and topography of London but inevitably including many images of how people
inhabit the urban space in every way) and the Wellcome Institute12 (dedicated
to the history of medicine, which has proved to be a theme highly attractive to
caricaturists and genre painters alike). Local thematically organized museum
collections, like the People’s History Museum in Manchester,13 are rich in
visual resources that are beginning to find their way on to supporting websites.
In all these cases, the image is primarily situated in the collections as ‘evidence’,
furthering any tendencies the researcher might have to see visual culture in
primarily illustrative terms, and to organize the gathering of material for study
by thematic relevance.

Further extensive sources of images available on the web derive from less
directly commercial and educational motives or the wish to advertise and cele-
brate major national resources. Interest groups, collectors and knowledgeable
individuals frequently assemble extensively illustrated websites to express and
further their interests, and many of these, especially in areas such as the history
of the comic strip, step beyond ‘hobbyist’ limitations to offer important scho-
larly information and content.14 While often such sites are less than full in the
accounts of the many images they bring on to the web, and metadata is fre-
quently non-existent, they perform an important function in mediating between
‘amateur’ enthusiasm and scholarly process. Scholars need to show a certain
humility in the face of the levels of information and understanding available
outside the narrow confines of the academy – it is easy to assume that websites
devoted to the enthusiasms of collectors, like Yesterday’s Papers will not be
sufficiently scholarly to support academic study, yet there is much here of use to
the researcher. While the digital presence of the uncontextualized or unascribed
image is a hazard to which the websites of interest group and enthusiasts and
collectors are particularly prone, such a problem is not only an issue for digital
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publications. Even more valuable than interest group or individual websites are
the web-based illustrated catalogues posted by dealers in prints and other visual
material.15 Dealers have a vested interest in making accurate descriptions of
their wares, and they also bring to their stock more experience of seeing and
handling a mass of prints over many years than is available to the average
scholar. Additionally, because their stock is always changing, dealers’ websites
provide an unpredictable range of images gathered together by their commercial
potential rather than their generic compatibility or homogeneity of content.
Such accidental contiguity is often the source of some unexpected but valuable
connection or possibility.

It is probably the case that the majority of nineteenth-century images drawn
from the web that will be used by historians derive from illustrations that form
integral elements of text-based publications. The astonishing presence of
massed ranks of digitized books, magazines and newspapers on the web offers
historians, among much else, unprecedented access to the ways in which the
Victorians represented their world to themselves. Resources such as British
Periodicals Online, Project Gutenberg, and Google Books, which reproduce
texts by scanning individual copies of titles, immediately make a vast stock of
images available to the historian in digital form. Key sources of illustrations
such as The Illustrated London News, which has been used over and over again
by historians in pursuit of evidence of ‘popular opinion’ – or just a telling
illustration – are now widely, though scarcely freely, available. Despite the
occasional (but potentially very serious) issues raised by editorial policy and the
technical and formal limitations of the screen versions of such publications, it is
an endless delight to be able to work with the illustrated page and to assess
illustrations in their printed context within an issue of a magazine. In the
future, scholars will be forced to work not just with digitized images drawn
from print-based publications, but also to find ways of accommodating into
their work images produced primarily, or even exclusively, as digital ones. In
these cases, the challenge of a descriptive methodology is one that has scarcely
yet been addressed.

The interpretative issues raised by working with such a profusion of graphic
images drawn from print-based media are immediately apparent. Some are
complexities that historians have long had to address. How does an illustration
relate to its circumambient text? How trustworthy is the comic or caricature
image as an index of public opinion? Did the illustrators who drew for maga-
zines which, like The Illustrated London News, made huge claims for the
authenticity and accuracy of their reportage, both verbal and visual, actually
ever see the places, events and phenomena that they drew? How could the
dominant reprographic method employed by the Victorian book and maga-
zine – the wood engraving – claim to be an authentic way of representing
reality when its monochrome and linear form, to say nothing of its visual
simplification, seemed totally inadequate to the task?

But beyond these perennial questions, the digital simulacrum of the wood-
engraved or lithographed illustration asks new and particular questions of the
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historian. The first concerns issues that recur in all forms of reproduction – can the
reader/viewer be sure that the full text has been made available? In particular, how
far have para-textual elements been sought out and included? And who made
the decisions about what para-textual material to include – a cataloguer, a
librarian, a historian, or even a publisher? Any scholar working with printed
copies of periodicals has to recognize the importance of advertisements, covers,
and supplements of various kinds, to say nothing of more closely integrated para-
textual elements, in assessing the likely editorial policy, readership and social register
of a particular journal or magazine. I well recall having worked through all the
bound volumes of Richard Oastler’s Fleet Papers available in the British Library
in search of poems by the artisan poet John Critchley Prince and finding no
relevant publications, only to have Ruth and Eddie Frow at the Library of the
Working Class Movement draw my attention to an important poem printed on
the inside cover of an issue of the magazine, a cover that had been discarded in
binding up the British Library copy. If such problems exist for scholars working
from printed copies in libraries they are even more acute for digital editions,
where copies available for reproduction may not be at all ‘complete’, and where
editorial policy may centre on text rather than para-text. Indeed, digital editions,
because of their propensity to become the ‘definitive’ or ‘go-to’ texts for many
scholars geographically or economically unable to visit major libraries on a frequent
basis, require very considerable editorial expertise and persistence in order to
ensure their accuracy and comprehensiveness.16 In terms of the available text,
digital editions need to be used with at least as much wariness as printed copies as
their screen presence serves to conceal lacunae, blemishes or absences in the text that
are potentially more visible when physically present to their readers. Attacks on
the autonomy of the printed page carried out either by means of the editorial
decisions and reprographic processes of digitization, or by the hazards of survival
which have resulted in the separating out of images from their printed space
and context, form a serious hazard for historical research.

Such issues about what might form a ‘complete’ digital account of the physical
presence of a printed text merge into the wider questions about ‘presence’ and
‘absence’. In particular, how damaging is it for the historian to lose the ‘presence’
or, to use Walter Benjamin’s still relevant term, the ‘aura’ of the image through
the processes of digital reproduction? And is there a difference in kind as well as
intensity between the digital presence of the image and the presence of the
image in its original physical form? It does seem to me that there is a difference in
kind involved here. How an image is made constructs its meanings differently to
the ways that printing and typography construct verbal meanings. And it seems
obvious that viewing a digital simulacrum of an etched, engraved or lithographed
image puts a further barrier, an additional layer of ‘reproduction’, between the
viewer and the image in comparison to working from the original book or print.
Often it is difficult enough to establish from the ‘original’ print or illustration the
reprographic medium used in its making,17 let alone the image’s relationship to
the empirically observed reality it seeks to represent. But in practice there may
be less of a loss of self-referential or self-revelatory ‘technical’ information in
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digitally produced images than might be expected. Often, digital images are
presented on the web with detailed metadata that offers the viewer clear infor-
mation about how the print or illustration has been made. While for some scho-
larly purposes it would be well to confirm this information from close scrutiny of
the print itself, for most purposes the information provided by an expert catalo-
guer is trustworthy enough. Also, through the kinds of manipulation of the
image that have become digitally available, closer and more precise scrutiny of
the details that reveal how precisely a print was produced can be made. It is an
exhilarating experience as a teacher to see a class, in an effort to determine the
reprographic medium of a print, turn away from the print itself to study its digital
equivalent where magnification can make clear whether the ends of lines show
the burr of copper engraving or the smoother entry and exit of etching.

But perhaps the central problem among issues to do with the digital ‘presence’
or ‘aura’ of the image concern the extent to which the endless succession of
similarly sized pictures that cascade down the computer screen have lost those
physical qualities through which they reveal and explain themselves. A repre-
sentational medium like the wood engraving, which is acutely limited as a
representational force by its nature as a monochromatic and linear medium in
which complex tonality or the illusion of naturalism is difficult to achieve, widely
advertises its own representational mechanics, and serves a useful purpose in
reminding the researcher of the highly mediated and artificial nature of the image.
Nonetheless, there are a number of ways in which working with digitized images
rather than the ‘original’ page or print helpfully foregrounds the complex of
mediations between artist and image which any historian using visual resources
needs constantly to acknowledge. The loss of the material presence of the image
and its ‘aura’ and the substitution of a screen-based simulacrum should act as a
constant reminder of the need to remain aware of the representational distance
between fact and image.

Yet, as everyone who has used projected images as a pedagogic aid will know, it
becomes very easy to assume that all pictures are the size of a classroom screen
and have a flat picture plane irrespective of the medium used in their making.
The imposed confines of the computer screen and the ‘unnaturalness’ of the
presence of images upon the screen should, in theory, prompt the researcher to
continually re-inscribe back into his or her work the complex of discourses about
materiality and social mediations that surround prints and complicate their eviden-
tial potential. The loss of its original material form in the digital reproduction
of prints, as suggested above, does increase the difficulty of acknowledging its
mode of production. Colour and size are only two of the obvious ways in which
digital reproduction ‘misrepresents’ its subjects. Each reprographic medium, of
course, has its own economic and social history, particular set of generic formula-
tions and distinctive mode of consumption defined by audience or readership. While
all genres of graphic reproduction to some extent share common iconographical and
representational codes drawn from right across the culture that produces them,
nonetheless each distinct reprographic medium becomes historically more closely
associated with particular purposes and audiences – the etching and metal
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engraving with single plate caricature in the second half of the nineteenth century,
the aquatint with landscape in the same period, the wood engraving with the
mid-Victorian novel and literary periodical, the lithograph with, for example,
music covers and scraps. The reprographic processes of digitization inevitably
inhibit images from being able to use physical presence to impose their particular
cultural history on the viewer.

I have already mentioned the excellent Guildhall Library Collage site which led
the way in publishing online the 20,000 images that formed the Library’s Print
Collection, and which now forms part of the London Metropolitan Archive.18

The curious visitor to the site is greeted by a range of carefully thought-out
search categories that offer an interesting sequence of choices that were
designed to both mimic and facilitate the ways in which a researcher would
seek out relevant visual material using printed resources. The entry categories
include such broad topics as ‘trades’ or ‘people’. Clicking on these takes you to
more specialized groupings – ‘people’ would take you to ‘office/title’, for example,
and then clicking on ‘Lord Chancellor’ would bring up images of particular
office holders, such as Lord Brougham, for example. Thus the researcher could
put together a folder of images of Lord Chancellors – a topic that might just
sustain, or at least start a relevant train of thought, that could result in a
plausible article or dissertation, perhaps.

The genesis of the Collage site was, indeed, prompted by a wish to explore the
nature of search categories for images as well as recognition of the significance of
the Guildhall’s holdings, which spread way beyond a straightforward topo-
graphical record of the built environment of London. The introductory infor-
mation for the site declares, entirely accurately, that the resource can be word
searched by using ‘artist, subject, date and medium’. Despite the opportunities
offered by these listings, it is worth thinking a little about how the site structures
the hierarchy of available search categories for more detailed study. The three
primary categories – ‘Artists’, ‘People’, ‘Places’ – correspond with the interests
of the most likely users of the sites: art historians looking for signed works by
major artists, historians researching political and social history and with an inter-
est in the careers or activities of named individuals, and a range of researchers
looking for visual evidence of how particular places in London looked at a precise
historical moment. They also reflect the major holdings of the collection – signed
and ‘significant’ oil paintings and prints, portraits of individuals whose lives
were tied up in some way with the history of London, and topographical
representations in various genres and forms. The use of such categories, which
requires the researcher to have a single ‘name’ or ‘word’ to use as a starting
point, is here little different in method or outcome from the kinds of broad-
based and speculative word searches that might form some of the first processes
in any piece of traditional research whether using printed texts or visual
resources. Discussions of this kind point to a central issue concerning the
development of search categories for visual material – how far do cataloguers,
curators and technical specialists need to develop and build into their websites
search patterns for visual material that differ in their construction and approach
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to those familiar from printed material? Clearly, word searching for catalogued
graphic material remains productive to some extent – artists, publishers,
engravers, printers and titles can all be accessed by traditional word searches. But
it is a much more complex and contentious activity to develop a vocabulary for
describing the visual content of images let alone the more abstract elements of a
visual image such as colour or tone. Indeed it is entirely possible to misread visual
content by failing to recognize what is depicted, and even the most sophisticated
cataloguers are prone to misreadings or false identifications of visual content.
‘Vocabularies’ for the description of visual content are being developed and
given wide circulation – the Library of Congress, for example, has produced a
specialist vocabulary for curators and cataloguers. But there remains much
development work to do, and it is necessary that the different skills belonging to
an art history-trained cataloguer, a visually aware social historian and a computer
scientist well attuned to the ways in which scholarly research in the Humanities
and Social Sciences is undertaken are drawn together in the further development of
the metadata needed to structure the online publication of visual collections.

Furthermore, most researchers in pursuit of visual material have broad thematic
or topic-based categories in mind, and may well be more interested in the
unknown, the unnamed and the obscure rather than the kinds of responses
offered by precise word searches. Recognizing such likely need, the Guildhall
Collage site has introduced a set of ‘fuzzier’ supplementary search categories which
were formulated out of the kinds of broad areas of most interest to historians,
including such major fields as ‘religion and belief’, ‘politics’, ‘leisure’, and ‘trade
and industry’. These categories, even without further refinement, lead on out
into pages of thumb-nail images which can be rapidly scanned and assembled
to fit the exact purposes of the researcher. One of the Guildhall categories –

‘abstract ideas’ – is of particular interest as it moves towards offering an inter-
pretation rather than a description of the available image. The tension between
these two modes of reading images is of central importance to the historian,
and is immensely problematic. At a primary level the historian needs to know
what an image depicts – those aspects of a graphic representation that seek to
realize the textures, colours and shapes of the empirically observable world in an
accurate and recognizable manner. But of course much of the information about
the observable world conveyed by an image will be coded through the repre-
sentational traditions and iconography of the form used by the artist. To cite
one example I used in my research on the cultural history of London dustmen,
William Heath’s well-known 1829 caricature ‘Dusty Bob – The Parish Dust-
man’ has been widely used by costume historians to show the characteristic
work garb of that trade, which is shown in remarkable detail. Yet, of course,
the caricature appears in a series called ‘Parish Characters’, a sequence in which
Heath satirizes prominent politicians, and ‘Dusty Bob’ is centrally a caricature
of Robert Peel’s role as sweeper-up of unresolved governmental problems. But
even this tension between the ‘real’ and the ‘caricature’ is rendered more complex
by the para-textual elements of the print. This is ‘Dusty Bob’, a well-known
stage character made famous and universally recognizable through the cultural
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babble constructed by Pierce Egan’s 1823 novel Life in London and its many
later manifestations on the stage, in song and in ceramic figurines. So who is
present here – a dustman, Robert Peel, or Dusty Bob?

Such issues of interpretation are of course not unique to digital images but
adhere in any form of visual representation. But they do centrally affect the ways in
which images are ‘tagged’ and which consequently renders research using visual
culture entirely different from text- or word-based sources. The Guildhall site
tackles this issue in an extremely creative way. The search categories that lie just
beyond ‘abstract ideas’ move on to ‘actions’, ‘emotions’, ‘social concepts’ and
‘states’, taking the researcher usefully but contentiously on further into inter-
pretative categories based on a ‘reading’ of the implicit rather than the informa-
tional content of the image. Thus, under ‘actions’, we reach such places as
‘forgiveness’, ‘honesty’ and ‘lustfulness’. At an immediate level such categories
are immensely helpful to the historian in quest of visual evidence. A researcher
working on, for example, prostitution in London could burrow down through the
Collage site via ‘abstract ideas’ to ‘lustfulness’ under ‘actions’, to ‘immorality’
under ‘social concepts’ and to ‘temptation’ under ‘states’.

In the case of the Guildhall Collage website the sophisticated categorizing
and tagging of the collection is without doubt a model of its kind, and
immensely helpful to the researcher, especially as the site allows for other, less
focused searches through such headings as ‘publishers’ and, of course, ‘date’.
There are other websites which have sought to combine making important
visual resources freely available with the development of complex verbal tagging
mechanisms that seek to replicate or lead the research needs of its users. The
Database of Mid-Victorian Wood-Engraved Illustration, developed with AHRC
funding at Cardiff University by a team led by Julia Thomas, has been of particular
value in publicizing and discussing issues to do with ‘describing’, ‘naming’ and
‘tagging’ illustrations.19 One activity that the Cardiff team pursued was that of
sending copies of illustrations to a range of ‘ordinary’ respondents and asking
them to describe what they believed was depicted in the detail of the image. The
discrepancies in their responses bring home the instability of the ‘information’
offered to the historian by visual sources. The British Museum Catalogue has
been digitized, and all the verbal detailed descriptions of the holdings are thus
amenable to word search, although even the observational powers and con-
textual knowledge of Dorothy George are sometimes inadequate to the
demands of identifying exactly what is present in particular caricatures.20

For the vast bulk of images available to researchers on the web, however, these
kinds of sophisticated if fallible search mechanisms based on word searches will
not be available, and the scholar will be thrown back on the much more haphazard
process of trawling through pages of thumb-nail images or digitized editions of
periodicals and books. The difficulties of word searching a mass of visual
material held within texts when the captions or titles that might identify rele-
vant images, if any, may offer little clue to the nature of the accompanying
illustration are acute. Furthermore, deciding what is actually being represented
within the image is not easy, and the perils of ‘misreading’ have been
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enumerated extensively above. Obviously, the researcher looking for particular
events can use dates and word searches to bring him- or herself into contact
with a broad spectrum of digitized material that may well include illustrations.
But there is still no more reliable mechanism currently available in many
instances than the scroll button.

This chapter is subtitled as a ‘cautious celebration’ of the triumphant pre-
sence of the digital image as a pragmatic and easily accessed resource available to
support and enhance historical research. The reasons for that somewhat grudging
caution have been suggested above. First, the overwhelming screen presence of
web-based images, and especially their profusion, their accessibility and their
amenability to digital manipulation, tends to lead the historian away from
thinking through and questioning their status. The computer screen promises an
ever-present simulacrum of the image so intense, so available, so convincing
that, combined with the often excellent metadata to be found on responsible
scholarly websites, it becomes all too easy to accord such images an autonomous
status. Such unjustified (but understandable) awestruck admiration for the flick-
ering screen presence tends to nullify the need to deconstruct the sequence of
mediations through which representation becomes available as evidence. Digitiza-
tion adds yet one more process to the complex of socio-cultural and aesthetic
transformations through which empirically gathered understanding of the world
is represented in the image. Recognition and acknowledgement of the digital as
a transformative process is thus important for any researcher.

Second, the ways in which images have been collected, stored and made avail-
able by research repositories has often separated them from their particular history
within print culture. There is no equivalent of the British Library or Library of
Congress for visual culture. Nearly all major collections have been formed by
genre or topic rather than by any attempt at representativeness. Many began as the
obsessive interest of an individual, which was then bequeathed to or accidentally
fell into public or institutional hands. To take an obvious example, a dedicated
collection centred on the history of medicine will have gone out of its way to
identify, purchase and assemble images precisely related to this topic. In the
process of building the collection, the librarians and archivists will often have
dislocated images relevant to their particular interests from their context in
other publications. Images will have been cut from magazines, salvaged from scrap-
book pages, or floated free from publications of all kinds. In digitizing a collection
of this kind, the primary purpose of the institution will not be to reassemble the
print history of each image but rather to strive for the bringing together of the
greatest number and range of relevant or interesting images. In the boxes of print
dealers and second-hand book dealers, in the lengthy list of separate images offered
by book dealers who ‘break’ volumes for their plates, in the minds and with the
scissors of scrap-book makers, images are constantly being de-contextualized
from their source in ways largely unknown to printed texts, which largely retain
evidence of their place of publication, authorship and print history. Despite
the mass of visual culture being mounted on to websites, many seemingly infor-
mative images immensely attractive to the historian as illustration or evidence have
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floated free from their historical and cultural context. It is often extremely dif-
ficult to restore them to their proper historical place and moment.

Third, the available mechanisms for searching images, despite increasingly
sophisticated experiments and projects, still fall way short in effectiveness from the
more familiar processes of keyword searching that can be easily undertaken for
digitized texts. The titles and other para-textual content of images, particularly
illustrations, often contain few or no verbal elements that might link the image
to its subject, thus obscuring the link between the subject and the title of a print or
illustration. Artists and engravers are often not named or represented only by their
initials, which are frequently not catalogued. While highly developed specialist
websites, like the Guildhall Collage or the Lewis Walpole Digital Collection,
offer lists of terms derived from the contents of the assembled images that allow
for more traditional word searching for ‘content’, their effectiveness depends on
the quality of observation, knowledge and detail available to the cataloguer.

Fourth, the mechanisms available for searching visual culture on the web, even
with all the constraints suggested above, tend to encourage the assembling of
images by topic rather than genre or mode, thus reinforcing the dangerous tendency
still widely visible in historical research to see images as fundamentally ‘illustrative’.
Editors of scholarly journals must wince at submissions with titles like ‘The
Representation of [submit any topic – say, street music or ballad sellers] in the
[choose a promising source, say, the mid-Victorian Illustrated Periodical Press]’.
It is important not to use visual culture as an easy short cut to ‘popular opinion’,
however interesting and available graphic sources may be to any chosen topic.

But even recognizing the complexities and developmental issues which still
surround the emergence of visual culture into scholarly consciousness through
the mechanisms and mediations of the web, there are many grounds to be
excited and optimistic about the kinds of research that have become available
through the accumulated digital archive. Not only has a hitherto only glimpsed
mass of images risen into relatively accessible visibility, but there is also widespread
evidence of a growing eagerness to make these resources available, for whatever
reason, in enough mass and variety to make writing a more comprehensive
history of representation a feasible, if still daunting, possibility.

Notes
1 See http://collage.cityoflondon.gov.uk/collage/app [accessed: 25 March 2012]. The
Guildhall Library Prints Collection, which formed the basis for the Collage website, is
now part of the London Metropolitan Archive and no longe located in the Guildhall
Library.

2 There are many areas of web-based research on print culture where the names of
publishers prove an extremely successful search term. Print genres like song books,
for example, where titles, authors and editors are unknown to any useful form of
printed listing, often reveal themselves to web-based research through using the name
of a publisher specializing in this genre. The same holds true for the pursuit of
ephemeral illustrated periodicals.

3 The ‘digital collection’ of The Lewis Walpole Library at Farmington can be
found at http://www.library.yale.edu/walpole/collections/digital_collection_images.html
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[accessed: 25 March 2012]. One great strength of the Lewis Walpole Digital Collection is
that full entries can be found on Yale’s Orbis library catalogue. The full record for
each image uses the descriptive vocabulary evolved by the Library of Congress to
‘tag’ elements of content and thus provide a searchable keyword listing for each
print. There is a more detailed discussion of tagging and word searching later in the
chapter. It is worth noting that Lewis’s edition of the Walpole Letters has also been
digitized by the Lewis Walpole Library and is freely available – a wonderfully beneficial
example of enlightened digitization.

4 For useful discussions of these issues see R. Porter, ‘Prinney, Boney, Boot’, London
Review of Books, 20 March 1986, pp. 19–21; R. Porter, ‘Seeing the past’, Past and
Present, 118: 1 (February 1988), 186–205; F. Palmeri, ‘The cartoon: image as critique’,
in S. Barber and C. M. Peniston-Bird (eds), History Beyond the Text: A Student’s Guide
to Approaching Alternative Sources (London: Routledge, 2009), pp. 32–48; B. Maidment,
‘Graphic bric-a-brac: comic visual culture and the study of early Victorian lower-class
urban culture’, Key Words, 8 (2010), 76–93.

5 See B. Maidment, ‘101 Things to do with a fantail hat: dustmen, dirt and dandyism
1820–60’, Textile History, 33 (2002), 79–96.

6 Although, of course, as the history of collecting becomes established as a major
scholarly interest, the way in which the Farmington collections were assembled
becomes a subject of study in itself.

7 The Library’s website offers access to over 700,000 images, organized into large-scale
‘collections’ of related material. See http://digitalgallery.nypl.org/nypldigital/ [accessed:
25 March 2012].

8 The Science Museum’s website is built round a range of themes and is constructed
largely for education purposes. Nonetheless, there is a wealth of visual material
available here. See http://www.sciencemuseum.org.uk/onlinestuff.aspx [accessed: 25
March 2012].

9 The mass of material available on this website means that it takes a while to find
ways of using the ‘advanced search’ page to reach relevant material, but it is worth
the effort. See http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/search_the_collection_database.
aspx [accessed: 25 March 2012].

10 See http://johnjohnson.chadwyck.co.uk [accessed: 25 March 2012].
11 Against this rather gloomy picture, it is important to recognize that the appearance of

cheap and effective digital scanners has allowed scholars to exploit personal collections
or non-institutional sources in order to include images in their work. The emergence
of PowerPoint presentations as a central element in lecture-based teaching and web-
based student learning materials has also been effective in increasing awareness of the
expository power of the image, although the temptation to included images in pre-
sentations to students largely for their diversionary or decorative effect has to be resisted.
Additionally, some collections are beginning to introduce a fee-free element in their
web-based publications.

12 See the Wellcome Images website at http://medphoto.wellcome.ac.uk [accessed: 25
March 2012].

13 See http://www.phm.org.uk/our-collection/ [accessed: 25 March 2012].
14 See, for example, the Yesterday’s Papers website at http://john-adcock.blogspot.com

[accessed: 25 March 2012].
15 The websites for specialist dealers like G. J. Saville and Grosvenor Prints represent

an important resource for research, especially as the images available for inspection
change regularly.

16 The Nineteenth Century Serials Edition project led by Isabel Armstrong and Laurel
Brake at Birkbeck College provided a major forum for scholars thinking about editorial
practices in relation to digital publications. See www.ncse.ac.uk [accessed: 25 March
2012], and J. Mussell and S. Paylor, ‘Mapping the “mighty maze”: the nineteenth-
century serials edition’, 19: Interdisciplinary Studies in the Long Nineteenth Century,
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1 (2005), at http://19.bbk.ac.uk/index.php/19/article/viewFile/437/299 [accessed: 25
March 2012].

17 The differences between etching and metal engraving are often particularly hard to
define, especially when many prints used a combination of several different media.

18 See http://collage.cityoflondon.gov.uk [accessed: 25 March 2012].
19 See www.dmvi.cardiff.ac.uk [accessed: 25 March 2012].
20 F. G. Stephens and M. D. George, British Museum Catalogue of Political and Personal

Satires (London: British Museum, 1874–1950).
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7 Studying the past in the digital age
From tourist to explorer

Mark Sandle

Changing approaches to the study of the past have been driven by many things
over the past couple of centuries: the use of new sources (statistics, oral history,
memoirs), interest in previously unexplored fields (culture, mentalities), or just
changing intellectual fashions. A key driver of change in recent times has been
the conglomerate of phenomena which come (loosely) under the umbrella of the
‘digital age’: the post-industrial era in which new technologies and concomitant
social practices have combined to bring about a constantly shifting, accelerating
transformation in the relationship between human beings, technology, information,
knowledge and consciousness.1 History is inexorably part of this process. Leaving
aside the challenges that the digital age will provide for future historians – in
terms of the preservation of the historical record, the transience of human
communication, and the sheer volume of information and opinion being generated –
a number of issues confront contemporary practitioners of historical study.
This chapter will focus on some of the pedagogical issues about studying history in
the digital age. In particular, this chapter will explore the diverse ways that
both established and apprentice historians are using new technologies, and
begin to unpack how this is changing the manner in which students encounter,
experience, understand, think and write about the past.

Learning in the digital age

One of the dangers in applying a particular label to any era of human history is
that it serves to obscure and over-simplify a complex set of interrelated processes.
So it is with the ‘digital’ or ‘information’ age. Although this is clearly a char-
acteristic of the contemporary era, the temptation to label it as the characteristic
should perhaps be resisted, and the developments in technology and their associated
practices should also be viewed in the wider matrix of social, economic and
political change associated with globalization, population expansion, mass human
migration, environmental degradation, and the increasing levels of economic
inequality and financial uncertainty. The Higher Education (HE) classroom is
changing in a number of different ways. More students are taking advantage of
the increased opportunities for undergraduate education. Public funding for HE
is being squeezed everywhere, providing resource constraints for practitioners.



The make-up of the student body is changing, with students from different
cultures, backgrounds, ethnicities and religions all occupying the same learning
spaces. The HE classroom is increasingly diverse, bigger and underfunded. It is
within this context that we must situate the developments in digital learning.

The question of learning in the digital age is itself a fraught one.2 How, if at all,
has the digital age changed the nature of human learning? How have knowledge
production and acquisition been impacted? Those whom one might term ‘opti-
mists’ or ‘determinists’ have tended to stress the transformative power of tech-
nology, and the ways in which it is changing what, how and where people
learn. In particular, as Warschauer has outlined, the rapid diffusion of new
technologies and the differential take-up across generations are perceived to be
changing the nature of learning and literacy, creating autonomous learners and
multiplying the spaces and places in which learning takes place. Others occupy
what one might term a more ‘instrumentalist’ position, seeing technology as
part of a wider process in the development of human learning, which helps to
lever change, but its role is somewhat circumscribed. Here technology acts as a
framework within which humans operate and interact, but is dependent upon
the human actor for the extent and depth of the change it creates.3

What are the types of learning which characterize the digital age? This shift –
encompassed in the move away from learning based around text-paper-book,
passive information transmission and linear trajectories all delivered by the
‘expert’ at the front of the class, to digital learning – can be detailed as follows.
John Seely Brown notes the following ‘dimension shifts’: first, an evolving sense
of literacy which includes integrating image, sound and screen, and navigating
and processing a massive quantity and diversity of information. Second, learn-
ing through discovery, rather than by an authority-based approach, transmitted
from ‘above’. Third, a move away from deductive and abstract reasoning and
towards what Brown terms ‘bricolage’: the ability to find something that can be
used to make something new. Finally, Brown notes the shift towards action:
learning by doing, often with others. Digital learning prefers social to individual
learning, is inherently collaborative, and is done concretely through exploration
and experimentation.4

How has this been given particular expression within the disciplinary confines of
History? Here once more we run up against the issue of trying to isolate or identify
those factors that are specific to the digital age. It is important to be wary of
post hoc, ergo propter hoc. It is easy to confuse temporal sequence and causality.
The discipline of History has changed enormously over the past 30 years:
techniques, intellectual trends, themes of study, numbers of faculty and
students, funding, curricula have all evolved. The impact of the digital age on
the study of the past needs to be woven into this broader story of cultural, social and
intellectual change. History is an interesting example of the impact of technology.
Often perceived to be a conservative profession, resistant to change and wedded to
particular techniques and practices, historians and history students have started
to embrace many of the new opportunities and openings afforded by technological
developments. In the following sections, some of the many ways in which new
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technologies have been integrated into the study of the past will be described
and then evaluated and assessed to explore how far, and in what ways this has
changed the nature of learning about the past. A concluding section will reflect
upon the significance of changes in the learning and teaching of History for the
discipline as a whole.

The landscape of History has changed quite dramatically in recent years. The
range of innovations arising out of technological shifts within the discipline of
History on both sides of the Atlantic is substantial. These include everything from
the very basic incorporation of web-based materials into the regular curriculum,
through to online museum exhibitions, interactive hypertext history, simulations,
virtual learning environments (VLEs) and the incorporation of Web 2.0 social
media into the learning process.5 These changes have impacted almost every
aspect of the study of the past, ranging from the source material that is available
right up to the techniques and working practices of the history profession itself.
What does all this activity mean though? Have these changes deepened and
improved the quality and nature of student engagement with the past and with
the methods and conventions of the discipline? How should we assess the
impact of the digital age on the study of the past?

If we accept the idea for a moment of ‘the past as a foreign country’,6 then
how might we describe the historian: tourist, explorer, pioneer? While there is no
physical encounter between the past and the historian in the same way as there
is between a foreign country and its visitors, this picture, whilst imperfect, tells
us something about the nature of the encounter. Traditional student encounters
can be likened to that of the tourist: a fairly passive, guided, predictable,
whistle-stop tour which employs an expert tour director to whisk you there and
back; participation is minimal; the tourist always returns home. Is it possible to
argue that the digital age has fundamentally transformed the nature of the
encounter between the student and the past? Are we now describing a relationship
more akin to exploration, than tourism? Is this now more autonomous and less
guided? More open to the unknown and the unexpected, than fixed and pre-
dictable? Is it more immersed and less superficial? It seems evident that the digital
age is witnessing the creation of a different scenario for studying the past. Inter-
estingly though, what seems to be changing (although we are still at an early stage)
is the mindset and outlook of the student. The past of course remains unchanged,
but in promoting a sustained encounter with the methods of the historian, the
digital age may well be shaping the consciousness of students which will change
the ways they encounter and understand the past.

Sources, sources, sources

Any appraisal of the digital age centres on what we view as being essential in
terms of ‘understanding the past’. The past has gone, but grappling with the
traces left behind by the past forms the core of the historian’s activity. In this
regard the opportunities afforded by increased access to the range and types of
sources can be seen as beneficial. Students have been exposed at a far earlier
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stage in their intellectual development to sources and documents that they
would never have been able to read and analyse 20 or 30 years ago. Source
material has been painstakingly transcribed, translated, digitized and published.
They have also been able, more recently, to engage with a spectacular array of
types of primary source material – video, artwork, diaries, cartoons, letters –

which in previous times very few students encountered. It is not just primary
sources though. Electronic access to scholarly databases, e-journals, blogs and
the like has also given students greater and easier access to a whole range of
secondary source materials.

It is not certain that the digital age has been the cause of this explosion in
exposure. Much of this has been coincidental with the revolution in historical
study that has seen, ever since the emergence of the Annales School, a growing
interest in using non-conventional source material. The changing appreciation
of scholars of the value of different sources has underpinned their desire to
expose students to different sources. It has also coincided with the explosion of
academic publishing caused by competition for research funding, tenure and the
metrics system for measuring research impact amongst scholars. The digital age
has facilitated this, broadened it and made it easier, but has not caused it. Over
the years, the range, type and quality of material has increased, until we reach
the present moment where there is a bewildering array that can be accessed
(assuming that you have either the physical resources in your home/school/
neighbourhood/college/university to do this, or that you live in a country which
allows unfettered access to the internet). If we break down what is available by
category then we can identify the following types of material.

Access to primary sources

One of the ways in which the digital age has dramatically expanded what
students of the past can examine has been through the digitization of primary
source material. The breadth of primary sources available now almost
defies description, but upon almost any topic now you can access high-quality
copies of documents, papers, images, letters, diaries, newspapers, street plans,
poems and so on. A few examples will suffice, but each historian working
in their own field will be able to provide their own list of the greatest sites
around. Not all sites are available free of charge, and some now include a fee to
gain access.

� The National Archives UK have put the full records of the 1901 and 1911
censuses online. These are fully searchable and include images of the original
documents.7

� The National Archives UK have also provided access to the Domesday
Book. You can search it and download colour images from the text.

� The Avalon Project at Yale Law School aims to bring together an enormous
number of primary source documents on law, politics, government and
diplomacy.8
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� The Times Digital Archive gives online access to The Times newspaper
from 1785–1985.9

� British Pathe: it is described as the world’s first digital news archive,
and offers a huge database of over 3,500 hours of the British Pathe Film
archive.10

The list could go on forever, although an exceptionally useful site which has
categorized and classified many of the resources available on the internet is the
intute.ac.uk site. This was a project, funded by JISC in the UK, which grew out
of a grass-roots community of information specialists who wanted to provide a
portal for researchers and students, a ‘best of the web’ as it were. It was taken
over by a consortium of seven UK universities and expanded to become a
superb gateway, constantly updated and checked. Unfortunately, funding expired
in July 2011 and at the time of writing its future was unclear.

This last example points up a potential problem: transience. Sites come and
go. Links get broken or removed. Funding disappears. Access is, it appears,
contingent and constantly vulnerable. The issue of transience is mitigated in
part by the Internet Archive, which has archived over 150 billion web pages
from 1996.11 This is of course by no means exhaustive or total, but it is the
start of an attempt to archive digital content, and so preserve material which
might otherwise have been lost. In many ways, it mirrors some of the problems
of getting to primary sources in ‘real’ archives, as only a selection of material is
ever preserved, funding for archives is constantly under threat, and there can be
cultural and political obstacles which prevent researchers from getting access to
primary source materials.12 Historians have always had to address logistical
problems in doing historical research. The digital age has solved some problems
of access, but created others.

Creation of archives

Alongside the digitization of primary sources has also come the emergence of
thematic collections of sources, a type of online archive. Many of these are free
to access. Others have to be purchased, through private companies who have
digitized them and made them available through subscription. Such collections
include the Atlantic Canada Virtual Archive,13 Mass Observation Online,14

Empire Online,15 Valley of the Shadow,16ColdWar International History Project,17

Moving Here18 and so on. Clearly those archival collections that are accessed
via subscription raise questions about selective digitization for company or
institutional agendas, or the imperatives imposed by the profit motive. This is in
part a funding issue, as private firms seek to defray the costs of digitization and
public bodies do not have the resources to do this. Once again, this is a new
expression of an old problem: unequal access to research materials has always
existed.

These issues reflect a more general concern with the increasing commercialization
of historical content on the web, with the linking of content to the selling of
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commodities, or as a means of advertising a TV channel or a magazine. But so
far, the vast majority of web content remains free to users. What is perhaps
more worthy of note is the predominance of content that relates to modern
history and to warfare in particular. This is, clearly, a reflection of popular
demand, of the availability of sources and of the priorities of the publishing
world. But grounds for optimism lie in the fact that those who are advocates or
enthusiasts for less ‘mainstream’ history are able to create, produce and publish
their materials now.

A more interesting development is the creation of new archives, rather than
digitizing documents, images, or film from existing collections. A good example
is the BBC’s A People’s War archive.19 This is a collection of personal memories
and reminiscences covering a whole variety of aspects of the Second World
War, including the Home Front, internment, work, women and entertainment.
Local historical groups have also used the opportunities afforded by the internet
to create local oral history collections of life in particular districts or towns.
A burgeoning example of this is the site www.iremember.ru which deals with
collections of oral testimony from the Second World War in Russia (and in
Russian). The lines of cause and effect are somewhat blurred here. The interest
in the Second World War era in Russia (and elsewhere) is enormous. The
growing interest in oral history, memory and memoir testimony has fuelled
more projects to try and capture these stories before the participants die and
their story is lost. The availability of the technology to disseminate these stories
to a much wider audience creates an impetus for people to both record and to
participate in these projects, although the nature and content of these archives
is shaped by other, broader socio-cultural factors.

The significant issue here is that the technology appears to be driving the type of
archive being created. In much the same way that archives in previous generations
have reflected the technology available (textual cultures preserve texts, and these
texts overwhelmingly reflect the activities of the educated, literate and wealthy), so
the digital archives that are emerging are reflections of contemporary society:
diverse forms, varied content, multiple producers. However, within this complex
patchwork of new archives two things stand out. In particular the burgeoning
interest in popular remembering or oral testimony, and the current obsession
with war, has tended to dominate the new landscape. Whether or not this new
material has been generated and produced with the requisite amount of care and
critical appraisal is open to question, but this of course is a perennial problem for
any researcher.

Museums, libraries and archives

Internet access to museums, libraries and archives and their cataloguing systems
has given scholars access to millions of records (although not the actual sources),
and obviously can be a huge boon for researchers who wish to consult the
holdings and order sources online. This can save researchers an enormous amount
of time and money, but also enables them to sift through what might be available,
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devise new paths to take or find new sources to underpin the scholarship which
is being undertaken. Archives such as A2A (a database which outlines all the
archives held locally in England and Wales, and which is searchable) help
scholars do a lot of the early sifting-type research quickly and cheaply, saving
time and also ensuring that fewer things are missed.20 Another advantage of
holding this information electronically is that it prevents obsolescence, can be
updated quickly and easily, and so is a constantly useful reference work. Museums
are another resource which people can now visit online, although the nature of
the online experience needs to be contrasted with the physical experience of
being in the museum itself. However, it does give people the opportunity, albeit
remotely and electronically, to examine artefacts and exhibitions that may well
have been impossible to visit before the advent of the World Wide Web.

So, there are a number of ways in which the digital age has contributed to
increased access to and availability of a range of materials and sources for history
students to use in their study of the past. But this explosion in the quality, quantity
and variety of primary source material has raised two concerns about the study of
the past. The first is that the study of source material is mediated through the
technology, which changes the relationship and the nature of the process of
inquiry and analysis. The second is that the acquisition of multi-media literacy
is being acquired at the expense of the traditional ‘historical’ literacy of the
text. In essence, both posit a disjuncture between ‘history in the digital age’ and
‘traditional history’, and that something crucial is being lost in this shift.

Undoubtedly, the use of technology mediates the relationship between historians
and their sources. The physical sensation of touching the documents, searching
the catalogues, opening a folder in an archive, or gazing upon a piece of artwork
is lost when staring at the computer screen. Although the trace-of-the-past is
present, it is also removed. Although its content should be faithful to the original
(if everyone has done their job properly), it is usually cleaned up, typed up,
nicely laid out. The computer version is unlikely to perish through age; instead
it is more likely to disappear through connectivity or hosting issues. The digital
forms of primary sources though are only as useful and as good as the amount of
work and effort that goes into preparing and publishing them. The researcher,
because he or she has not actually handled the original, is somewhat at the
mercy of those people providing the digital version, to ensure it is authentic.
The work of verification and corroboration still needs to be done.

The digital experience of research is different from physically turning the
pages of the newspaper, seeing the cartoon in context, holding the diary in one’s
hands. The proximate presence of the trace, so the critique goes, is beguiling but
misleading. A tangible connection, the physical, tactile one, is absent and this
subtly alters the relationship between the inquirer and their object. This is parti-
cularly the case for physical artefacts: tapestries, buildings, vases, jewellery and
weapons. Viewing an image of the artefact is very different from handling it or
viewing it in person, or seeing its scale, colour and texture.21 The difference
between the actual and the virtual with a textual source is somewhat less, but
the point still holds.
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Clearly, the form matters. But we need to be careful about this distinction,
for a number of reasons. First, undergraduates in previous years had limited
experience in working directly with unprocessed primary sources. Archival
work was limited. Primary sources were often printed or published and also
edited down. For accessing primary sources via the web we can easily substitute
using printed primary sources. Second, technology has always mediated our
interactions with the traces of the past, be it via microfilm, book, paper and
pen. We now have new and different forms of mediation, but mediated it still is.
Third, it is important not to create this reified idea of ‘authentic historical
research’ (which is done in archives) and somewhat ‘lesser’ historical research.
This is not to undermine the significance of archival work at all. But it is
important to recognize the limitations of this type of work too. We need to be
wary of this idea that there is an inherent authenticity that comes with handling
directly the traces of the past. Archivists select, sift and discard. We need to
remember that all of our encounters with the lingering remnants of the past
have to be appraised critically, carefully and appropriately. A recognition of
the difference involved in appraising the sources remotely should not diminish the
value of this, but nor should we see it as a substitute for going out to explore
the sources for yourself. The digital age is changing the way that students
access the remnants of the past, but this process is always constantly changing
as a result of new fashions, new approaches and new sources.

A second issue is the question of the diminution of traditional forms of literacy,
what Jacques Ellul has termed ‘the humiliation of the word’.22 Neil Postman,
writing about the relationship between society and technology, describes

one of the more distressing consequences of what Ellul calls the
technological society … [is] that the power, prestige and utility of the word
have been significantly diminished. … Indeed for forty years a conversation
has taken place among our most prescient social critics about the alarming
decline of both the spoken and written word as instruments of civilized
discourse.23

If we transpose this general concern about the impact of the shift from the
printed word to the digital age on ‘civilized discourse’ to discussions about a
retreat from ‘traditional history’s’ concern with text and document to multi-media
literacy, is there any cause for concern? At present the increasing emphasis upon
visual sources is proving to be something of a corrective to the somewhat visual
illiteracy of most ‘traditional’ historians, rather than undermining the sanctity
of the text. Most historians working in universities work with texts, communicate
through the spoken and written word, and are aware of the importance of
conveying the centrality of textual analysis and communication in their work.
However, as the wider shifts in practices around communication evolve through
Web 2.0, it is by no means clear what impact this will have upon the practices
of historians. At present though it is a force for augmenting and enhancing
traditional history.
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The chimera of ‘total’ research

Another idea raised by source proliferation is that it is now possible to do
‘complete’ research. This is an illusion. This illusion has been generated not just
by increased access to primary sources, but by the availability and breadth of
secondary sources/reference works. The amount of scholarship now available is
immense. The increased volume of scholarship is almost entirely down to the
pressures for research and publication which now are at work. This pressure to
publish has created a discipline marked by over-specialization, fragmentation and
Soviet-style increases in output each year. Technology is providing a solution of
sorts to this increased volume of material, but is also contributing to it as well.

Gaining an awareness of new scholarship that emerges is a time-consuming
task. Obviously the large research libraries in the big universities always had
access to a wealth of scholarship – either in books or journals – for its patrons.
But the difference is that the publishing houses – through systems like
JSTOR or EBSCO – now make available a huge repository of articles, reviews,
research notes and discussion forums. These can be accessed directly, grouped,
stored or emailed in order to access at a later time. Article alerts can also
be created in order to keep up-to-date with the latest things to be published. The
sheer volume of material produced by scholars now means that the electronic
availability and search functions make it far easier to sort, sift and manage the
information that continues to emerge. It is also possible to access material at an
earlier stage in the research process. Many scholarly research centres have
started to publish their work in progress, giving students and peers access to
research at an earlier stage in its gestation, allowing for more collaborative
work and also access to the very latest scholarship.

The danger here is the way in which all this material appears, beguilingly, to
be a solution to one of the problems historians often confront in researching
the past: incompleteness. The availability of so much material – both primary
and secondary – in Jordanova’s words, ‘encourages fantasies of being able to
do truly exhaustive research, of access to 100% of the relevant bibliography,
of controlling vast data-sets’.24 This is a state of mind common to most his-
torical researchers: the nagging feeling that there are yet more documents out
there to be found and included. The internet, with its massive availability of
sources, and the ease of access to it, can feed this neurosis and provide a sense
of being able to master the field. But this is a chimera. The field will never be
mastered because there are always more things to know, more things to dis-
cover, more things to read or just new ways of looking at it. The search is
continuous and endless, Sisyphean in many ways. Although one might argue
that the scale, connectedness and availability of materials on the internet might
actually hinder the completion of research projects, or produce an unwillingness
to begin (given the sheer scale of material out there), this would be to blame
the technology for what is essentially a problem of human psychology:
an unwillingness to live with the contingent, unfinished outcomes of one’s
painstakingly crafted project.

Studying the past in the digital age 137



Transforming the learner

Perhaps the arena in which the digital age has had the most impact in terms of
change is not so much in regard to the availability and access to primary source
material, but in the steps it has made in transforming the learner. The innova-
tions that have burst into the study of the past have started to change the habits
of mind and practices of history students, helping them to develop and refine their
skills and techniques and also to create pathways into the scholarly community of
historians. In other words, although the past remains as elusive as ever, the digital
age is changing the people who are seeking to understand and write about the
past, and in so doing the nature of the search itself is beginning to evolve.

The deployment of interactivity in history courses and classrooms has been
one of the greatest areas of innovation in the study of the past. The nature of
the classroom has been transformed, and as a result the interactions between
students, between students and tutors, and between students and the source
materials (primary and secondary) have themselves been transformed. This is a
result primarily of the evolution to Web 2.0. Web 2.0 refers to the shift towards a
more interactive, participative, flexible, dynamic, collaborative approach that uses
multi-media. It is user-defined and user-created. Let us look at a few examples.

One of the central features of the classroom in the digital age is the increased
opportunities for students and tutors to interact, and to deploy technology to
assist in the process of learning. The usual method for this is through the use
of a virtual learning environment or VLE (such as Blackboard, WebCT or
Moodle). The use of such learning platforms within university and college history
courses on both sides of the Atlantic is now commonplace, although what uses
are made of it vary quite substantially, as you would expect, between tutors,
departments and institutions. At one end there is the use of the VLE as a
repository for course information such as handbooks or links to key websites.
At the other end though is the integration of interactivity, reflection, discussion,
simulation, role-play and journaling. The exploitation of the possibilities for a
greater range and depth of interactions between students, tutors and specified
course materials has been a key lever in assisting students to develop the key skills
associated with the study of the past, and has also been instrumental in facil-
itating student understanding of what it means to be an historian. The practices
that have emerged through the use of Web 2.0 have provided some early inklings
for students about what it means to work in a community of scholars.

Some of the examples which have been highlighted in the literature emphasize
the ability of the VLEs to help develop core skills, to enhance student participation
and discussion, to improve student writing, create more opportunities for reflec-
tion, and develop more interactivity.25 One of the most popular uses of VLEs in
teaching and learning has been through the incorporation of online discussion
boards. These have been used in a variety of different ways, but essentially they
have been used as a form of blended learning: mixing more traditional modes
of learning (lecture and seminar) with newer forms (using the VLE to create a virtual
learning space). Online discussion boards can take many forms. Sometimes they
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are used alongside the existing teaching programme, as a way of preparing students
for the discussion that is to come and then to continue the conversation after the
face-to-face session has ended. At other times they replace face-to-face sessions, and
the discussion takes place online before returning to the face-to-face session
later on. Discussion boards have also been used in ‘real time’ as a means of
replicating the face-to-face discussion, except this time mediated through the VLE.26

One example of an assessed online discussion board that was used in a History
course is an interesting case study of the ways in which the online platform is able
to change the nature of student interaction and discussion of historical issues.27

Students in a class of 40 were divided into five smaller groups. Some non-
assessed discussion boards had been run previously to give students experience
of using them before the assessed exercise. The class as a whole decided the
criteria for assessment (and interestingly all students insisted it should be written in
a conventionally academic style, not in textspeak or colloquially, abbreviated,
etc.). Students were given a question or topic on which to write 1,000 words
and then to post on a thread in the discussion forum. All the students in the group
had to read each other’s writings and then comment and critique it in the week
leading up to the ‘real-time’ discussions. On the day, students met in a computer
lab and had two hours to advance their critique of each other and defend their
own position. In the week after the discussion, students had to reflect upon the
exercise and how their thinking had changed as a result of the discussions. Student
feedback reflected a sense that all students had taken part in the discussion
(something that clearly had not occurred in the face-to-face seminar) and also
that the discussion felt, in the words of one participant, ‘like a real academic dis-
cussion’. Students had a platform to put forward their own views, time to think
critically about the views of others, read criticisms of their own ideas, defend
their own opinions and reflect upon criticisms of their own work. In other
words, it was something like the process of peer review.

Blogs, journals and wikis have also been used in teaching.28 Wikis – collaborative
sites that allow for the creation of a multi-user resource on a particular topic
that is editable but can incorporate different types of material (textual, visual,
video, audio) – have helped students to develop a sense of shared learning and also
to test the viability and validity of the views of others. The process of creation,
editing, discussing, writing and rewriting helps students to experience how to
weigh the views of others. Blogs and journals have most often been used as a
means of getting students to write more, and also to reflect more on their learning,
on the material that they have been exploring. Blogs have been incorporated into
many undergraduate courses with a number of different aims in mind. For some
the express aim was to counter the tendency towards more ‘strategic’ learning.
Some students were required to do a short blog on their reading or after a
seminar discussion. This meant that they were required to read more widely across
the course, and not just focus on a particular essay or on topics they were revising
for their final exams. In other courses students were required to reflect upon
how their skills had developed. This act of conscious self-reflection aimed to
get students to address how they went about analysing primary sources, or
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handling images, the problems encountered and strategies for improvement.
The act of writing the blog itself became a discipline to allow students to find their
voice, refine their writing and learn how to express their ideas about history.

Technology has also facilitated new approaches to old(er) practices too.
VLEs have been used to provide quizzes and tests for students as a tool of
self-learning and checking.29 Students can review their answers, go back and
complete the quizzes a number of times and do it at their own pace. This was used,
for example, by tutors who wanted to teach students key skills around footnoting,
understanding essay questions and constructing bibliographies. Simulations, role-
play and gaming have also proven to be popular within courses. Technology
can be used creatively and effectively here to enhance the sense of participation in
the events, and develop a learning track based on experience or ‘learning by
doing’.30 Finally, other courses have made use of voting technology, texting, and
the social media tool Twitter as a way of incorporating student active participa-
tion in the more traditional teaching settings of a lecture.31 Voting and texting has
been used to gain instant responses or check student understanding of particular
topics. Twitter has been used, a little like the discussion forums, to continue
conversations and discussions outside of the classroom and so deepen student
engagement with both the materials and each other. A recent use of Twitter –

subscribing to a real-time feed which replicates the events of the Second World
War – has proven to be extremely popular in conveying the sense of unfolding
events, as experienced by ordinary people.32 The UK National Archives have
also pioneered a similar approach, using information from the War Cabinet
archives.33 One of the great advantages of this use of Twitter over a textual
‘timeline’ is precisely the kinetic dimension of movement through time which
Twitter allows and which is absent from the flat, static timeline. This is, of
course, by no means an exhaustive or representative list of all the activities
around Web 2.0 and the study of the past in universities and colleges, but it
does give us something of a snapshot.

The spread and penetration of the digital age varies across countries, states
and cultures. Having experienced the HE systems in both North America and
the UK, there are some interesting differences of approach in terms of the use of
Web 2.0 and VLEs, although much, as ever, is dependent upon the tutor, rather
than the geography. The use of Web 2.0 and the VLEs is well integrated into
courses on both sides of the Atlantic, albeit the focus is a little different. Although
a generalization, there is a far greater use of the VLE for quizzes and tests in North
America than there is in the UK. This is probably a reflection of the differing
philosophies of learning which underpin the curricula. In the UK there is a
much greater emphasis upon specialization, depth, understanding and analysis
within the history curriculum. In North America there is greater emphasis,
especially within the liberal arts curriculum, upon breadth, knowledge and
context. This explains the different emphases in terms of the use of technology. In
addition, the institutional architecture supporting innovation and experimentation
is somewhat different. The role of the HEA and the Subject Centre (History,
Classics and Archaeology) in funding pilot projects, disseminating best practice
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and running workshops and conferences to support this has been formative.
The American Historical Association (AHA) has run a similar scheme in the
USA, including the project Teaching and Learning in the Digital Age: Reconcep-
tualizing the Introductory Survey Course.34 Overall, though, the approach has
been less coordinated in North America and has been driven by the excellent
work done by scholars in particular universities and colleges. However, North
American publishers have been much more active and creative in combining ‘tex-
tuality’ and ‘virtuality’ in their course texts: maps, documents and quizzes are all
integrated into a single package to help students learn, test themselves, review and
explore the multiple dimensions of historical study.

One of the features of recent undergraduate study has been the self-conscious
attempt to develop the skills and practices of being an historian and integrate
them into the curriculum. This is in part a process of training: developing and
refining the proper techniques and ways of thinking when dealing with the past.
This process has been likened to joining a secret society or a closed community:
in order to gain entrance and to thrive inside a scholarly community, you need
to know the language, the words, the essential practices of the discipline.
Becoming aware of the conventions that govern the operation of any scholarly
community is crucial if you are to master its techniques and produce work
which will be accepted and read by the community. A critical part of the way
that scholarly communities work (or should work) is the sense of a collective
search for knowledge, insight, even, dare I say it, truth.

One of the great advances produced by Web 2.0 is fostering precisely this sense
of a communal search, of working with others, learning from others, having your
work scrutinized by others. The use of online discussion boards, forums, wikis,
blogs, texting, tweeting has enabled students both to experience scrutiny of their
own opinions, but also compelled them to scrutinize the views of others. By
showing the importance of referencing and citing one’s work, the academic
conventions are taught and explained, not just dictated. It is precisely the con-
nectedness of social media, the greater opportunities afforded by forums and dis-
cussion threads both to continue and deepen conversations begun in class that helps
to create both a broader and a deeper social context for learning. This was most
notable from student reflections on these activities. The time and space created
for the development of an opinion, to defending it, and to developing a critique
of others’ opinions was able to create this sense of ‘feeling like an academic
debate’.35 It is also the case that the medium – computer-based discussions – also
helps to level the playing field in comparison with face-to-face discussions.
Students have remarked how the use of the VLE has given them more confidence
to respond and debate, and more time to give a considered response than might
have happened in class, where often the more confident will speak up, leaving
others a little on the periphery. In sum, the development of a more social context
for learning fosters in students an appreciation of the benefits and importance of
the opinions of peers in the process of studying the past.

The impact of the digital age can also be seen not just in the development of the
social context in which the learner works, but also in developing the personal
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skills and habits of mind associated with becoming an ‘historian’. The social con-
text has a role to play here: peer interactions and discussions help to develop some
of the core skills that are essential to the discipline: analysis, critique, reflection,
the use of evidence, the development of an argument, and the importance of
testing your ideas with others. But there are two further developments which
stand out in this regard. First, the availability of huge amounts of primary
source material may, given the right circumstances, produce the opportunities
for students to explore and develop their own research projects more readily than
might have happened previously. This is clearly an area where the guidance of
more experienced practitioners is essential, but for those students who are more
independently minded, the web of connectedness and the ever-growing volume
of materials can create pathways for more autonomous learning, as the history
student begins to explore the past for themselves, rather than being guided along
the way by someone who has already travelled there. Second, the opportunity –

usually exploited through weblogs and journaling – for a very self-conscious
reflection on the practices and techniques of historical study has become a
springboard for students to think about the ways in which their skills have
developed, and the areas in which they still need to develop. This fostering of
reflective learning is nothing new. But the availability of the technology has
made this much easier to do, and more central to student learning about how to
study the past, rather than studying the past in itself.

Producing knowledge

Finally, the digital age (and in particular Web 2.0) has made it much easier and
quicker to write, publish, disseminate and discuss. This democratization of
knowledge production – broadening the basis of production outside of the
academy – has brought with it challenges to the ‘traditionalists’. But the digital
age has also broadened the type of material being created. There are some
interesting examples of the marriage of the old and the new, as when the Academy
banded together to create the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (DNB).
The Oxford DNB describes itself as:

A collection of more than 57,000 specially written biographies, which describe
the lives of people who shaped the history of the British Isles and beyond from
the fourth century BC to the twenty-first century. It is the first point of reference
for anyone interested in the people who left their mark on the history of the
British Isles.36

The print version came out in 60 volumes in 2004. The online version is updated
three times a year to add new entries and update existing ones. The DNB (like its
US counterpart the American National Biography,37 which contains more than
19,000 entries) is available to subscribers only. It does contain a wealth of informa-
tion provided by scholars and experts from a range of fields, and is an indispensable
tool for researchers. The easily updatable format of online publishing helps to
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guard against obsolescence (but can also be commercially exploited to maintain
subscription levels).

However, the Academy has lost its privileged position as the sole or dominant
creator of content. One of the most popular types of material which has emerged
in more recent times is the online reference work, most notoriously Wikipedia.38

Wikipedia describes itself as a ‘multilingual, web-based, free-content encyclopae-
dia based on an openly editable model’. It is written anonymously, for free and
anyone can contribute. At the time of writing the English language version had
over 3 million articles. It is supposed to be written in a neutral, balanced, impartial
way using cited, verified information.39 Wikipedia is part of the WikiMedia
Foundation which also includes Wiktionary, Wikiquote, Wikisource, Wikiversity,
Wikibooks, Wikispecies, Wikinews, Wikimedia Commons and MediaWiki. All
content is constantly updated and checked, and includes media, audio, text and
image files. It is distributed using the Creative Commons licence.40

Between the peer-reviewed online databases and journal and the online reference
works stand a variety of sources of information, opinion and discussion. Scholars
have begun to discuss and debate, seek help and assistance, and review each
other’s works through online discussion forums such as those provided by H-Net41

and the Institute for Historical Research.42 These discussion forums – which are
freely available via email subscription – provide access into the discussions and
deliberations of communities of scholars working in discrete areas. This can be
as mundane as seeking accommodation for an archival visit, advice on visas, etc.,
but also includes discussions over recent revelations, new documents or new pub-
lications. This creates insights into the language, ideas and working conventions of
scholars which previously would not have been available to undergraduate or
postgraduate students. Historians have also been able to take the opportunity for
advocacy (such as the History and Public Policy group).43 Numerous historical
blogs have emerged, some as opinion pieces, some as first drafts of ideas, some with
a commercial objective. Podcasts – of talks, interviews, presentations – are available
to listen to and download. So much material, which might once have been only
available to those attending a conference or a keynote talk, can now be accessed,
and often for free.

Blogs, magazines and websites are now able to produce, host, advocate, share and
connect different stories, viewpoints and opinions. The solo enthusiast, the local
history group and organizations with an interest in telling their story are all now
able to create and disseminate their research. The edifice of historical output
now has a much broader base. Concerns, as ever, are rightly raised about the
proliferation of unverified content, and the seeming willingness on the part of
some to accept the authority and reliability of internet-hosted material. But this
just requires the application of those critical thinking skills that are needed
when appraising any source material properly. It also requires those with the
knowledge, the passion, the time and the expertise to verify, check and amend
where necessary. Such was the case when a US History professor used a class
assignment to ‘clean up’ some of the entries on Wikipedia.44 In this way students
learned the importance of accuracy, evidence and debate, whilst at the same
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time becoming producers of public content for themselves, and so had to consider
questions of accountability and verifiability. The use of the web for conveying
damaging historical material that has the appearance of authenticity, such as
the ‘holocaust denial’ material, is also an unfortunate side-effect of this democra-
tization, but this is really a free speech question rather than something specifically
relevant to history. This in turn requires us all to be actively engaged to ensure that
the damaging, false and misleading material is contested. Some questions may
remain about the quality of material that is being produced, but overall this should
be a development to be welcomed and embraced. The increased production
and creation of historical content from an ever-expanding number of producers
and creators testifies to the vibrancy of the discipline and gives a voice and a plat-
form for those areas of history that are less fashionable, less popular and which
previously may have been denied any real exposure.45 It also helps to counter
the problems of unequal access through paid subscriptions.

Overall, then, the digital age has created a vast web of new opportunities.
The technological innovations and dynamism of Web 2.0 have begun to change
the landscape of the study of the past. Web 2.0 allows for a more interactive,
participative, shared, social form of learning. It has exponentially increased the sheer
volume and variety of materials available to students of the past. It has created a
broader matrix of literacies within which students can operate. It has opened
ways for students to refine and practise some of the essential skills necessary to
try to understand the past. It provides a kinetic sense of experiencing the past.
There are now far greater opportunities for students to be creators and com-
posers of content, rather than just consumers. In this respect we can see that the
idea of history students moving, over time and under guidance, from being a
tourist to becoming an explorer, starts to develop some traction.

In sum, what seems clear from the above discussion is that fundamentally
studying the past in the digital age still demands most of the core attributes of
historical study.

� A painstaking attention to detail.
� A critical, sceptical attitude to sources and their provenance.
� The need for corroboration, verification and authentication.
� A creative and imaginative approach to the gaps, omissions and problems

in the historical record.
� A willingness to accept the contingency and limitations of our viewpoints.
� An acceptance of the importance of the work and views of others in this

journey.

Herein lies the crucial issue. The shift outlined here is from tourist to explorer,
not tourist to pioneer. It is unrealistic to expect students – at high school, as
undergraduates – to become pioneers, exploring uncharted territory, without
maps, limits or borders. The ‘tourist’ model – structured, passive, dependent
upon the wisdom and knowledge of the guide –seems at odds with the prevailing
climate. Yet the idea of the explorer – someone going off the beaten tracks or
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well-worn paths, but with guides or basic maps or relying on local knowledge –
seems an appropriate one. Many of the studies of the use of Web 2.0 within
history courses stress the importance of creating a framework or structure
within which students can operate, or of the importance of guidance and
prompts from tutors at key moments, whilst at the same time developing a
mind-set of autonomy, exploration, searching, creativity. In the end, however,
successful exploration requires talented, resourceful, resourced explorers, hence
the importance of students developing the core attributes for studying the past.

Conclusion

In an ideal world, the digital age would be diffused and deployed for reasons of
pedagogic enhancement. Yet the world is not ideal or equal. Resource pressures
and unequal access to technology reduce its potential and undermine its trans-
formative impact. Technology used solely or primarily for ‘efficiency savings’
for delivery of large courses will rarely produce the beneficial outcomes we have
seen above, because the ‘student as explorer’ needs the input and guidance of
those who have gone before at certain points along the way. The opportunities
and potential within the technology of the digital age must be integrated into a
broader approach to learning which is about augmenting and enhancing its
human essence. Not replacing it.

More broadly and more speculatively, the future of historical scholarship and the
study of the past may well be substantially impacted by the digital age. In particular,
the web of connectedness and the increasingly deep penetration of social media into
our everyday lives may produce some interesting transformations into historical
scholarship in two ways. The first is the deepening of public historical conscious-
ness. Popular enthusiasm for historical content – novels, films, genealogy sites,
cable channels – has never been higher. The causes of this surge in popularity are
multiple and complex, but at its root lies the essential curiosity within all of us
about the human condition. We want to know more about ourselves, and about
others. We want to know why the world is as it is, where our forebears came
from, why societies and people did things differently at other times and in other
places. While this can be dangerous in some respects – we have to be wary of
falling into the trap of romanticizing the past, or wallowing in nostalgia as a way
of escaping the travails of the present – it is also likely to nurture a broader interest
in the past, decrease the gap between ‘popular’ and ‘academic’ history, and
perhaps provide an outlet for history to have a more prominent place in public life.
This is not to say that increased historical consciousness will make societies better,
or provide solutions to present-day problems necessarily. More history in the
public sphere will almost inevitably bring more conflict, debate and contention.
But it may help to counteract the short-sightedness of certain political groups and
media organizations, and help to puncture some of the dangerous and damaging
myths about the past upon which many oppressive ideologies rest.46

The second is the linkage between personal identity, history, globalization
and this web of connectedness. One of the themes that has dominated historical
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research in recent times has been the nation-state. The writing and researching
of history tends to organize itself around national boundaries.47 But today’s
classrooms are themselves truly global affairs. Our physical and virtual webs of
connectedness with people from all over the globe are sparking increasing
interest in global history, in the history of migrations, and in the stories of
other people. This may well create a shift in historical scholarship, as we begin
to explore the interconnections and patterns of human history without the
artificial divisions of nationhood as ways of driving what we study. The digital
age may yet mark the onset of a truly global, human history.
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8 Beyond ctrl-c, ctrl-v
Teaching and learning history in the
digital age

Charlotte Lydia Riley

This chapter will examine the challenges and opportunities involved in teaching
history to a ‘digital generation’. This chapter will first examine some of the general
issues around digital and online technology in academic teaching. The middle
section is based around a series of questionnaires and interviews conducted
with undergraduate students and postgraduate teaching assistants (TAs) from
the History department of University College London, UK, in the academic year
2011–12. Finally, the chapter will present an ‘ABC’ of digital issues specific to
teaching history to undergraduates in a digital world.

Generation Y: a digital generation?

The ‘digital generation’, also sometimes described as the ‘net generation’ or
‘generation Y/Z’, needs to be carefully defined in order to be a working tool for
analysis. John Palfrey and Urs Gasser, in their book Born Digital, describe the
‘digital natives’ who ‘study, work, write and interact with each other’ in ways
that are fundamentally different to the ‘digital immigrants’ who are forced to utilize
digital and online resources in their work but who did not grow up immersed in this
technology.1 Palfrey and Gasser do not define this group exactly by age, but refer
generally throughout the text to mid-teens, who would have been born in the early
1990s. Freestone and Mitchell, in their work on online ethnics, refer to ‘Generation
Y’ as a digitally aware generation that was born between 1977 and 1993.2

It can be assumed that the vast majority of new undergraduate students grew up
with digital technology. An 18-year-old student starting university in the 2011–12
academic year was born in 1992 or 1993, a couple of years after Tim Berners-
Lee invented the World Wide Web; they have never lived in a world without online
technology. Both Google and Wikipedia were founded before these students
turned ten years old. The iPod was invented and retailed, alongside the iTunes
store, before they started secondary school. Members of this digital generation
find it difficult to conceive of a society in which digital and online resources are
not a fundamental part of everyday life.

The digital and online experiences of university students, both undergraduate
and postgraduate, are shaping their approach to learning about the past. Equally,
postgraduate teaching assistants (TAs) and early career academics are increasingly



themselves part of the digital generation, and their approach to preparing sub-
jects and delivering lesson content is rooted more and more in digital and online
resources.3

Readily available access to the internet is now the norm for young people in the
United Kingdom. An ESRC-funded study into access to digital and online resour-
ces among British children and teenagers in 2003 found that 75 per cent of 9- to
19-year-olds had accessed the internet from a domestic computer; 92 per cent had
used the internet at school.4 According to British Office for National Statistics
(ONS) reports in 2011, 99 per cent of 16- to 25-year-olds had accessed the
internet at some point in their lives, compared to 89 per cent of 45- to 54-year-olds
and 78 per cent of 55- to 64-year-olds.5

In addition, a report prepared for OFCOM (the independent regulator and
competition authority for the UK communications industry) estimated in 2009 that
44 per cent of young people between the ages of seven and sixteen have access to
the internet on their mobile phones; portable access to online resources is therefore
common even before teenagers start their A level exams.6 Smart-phones and other
mobile internet devices (such as netbooks, tablets, MP3 players and e-readers) have
facilitated a more casual use of internet resources, which is integrated into students’
daily lives rather than confined to specific periods of computer access. Social
networking sites, such as Facebook, Twitter, FourSquare and LinkedIn, rely for
content on their interaction with ‘real life’ and they have become intrinsic to the
daily routine of most students.

However, it is important to remember that access to digital and online techno-
logy is still governed to a large extent by social class, an inequality that has been
characterized as creating a ‘digital divide’.7 In 2008, only 63 per cent of children
in the C2DE socio-economic group in Britain had access to the internet at
home; these students are thus significantly more reliant on out-of-home access
in schools and libraries, and are disproportionately affected by funding cuts to
these services.8 Charities warn that the digital divide in Britain severely dis-
advantages young people who cannot access the internet at home educationally,
as they are excluded from many useful digital educational resources, especially
pertaining to revision for their GCSE and A-level exams.9

Even if disadvantaged students are able to progress to university study, they are
likely to probably have poorly developed digital and online skills compared to stu-
dents frommore affluent backgrounds, and this might continue to disadvantage them
in higher education. Lisa Servon has argued that the debate about the digital divide
needs to be widened to encompass training on and the content of digital and online
resources, beyond simply ensuring access.10 Digital and online skills should be a
key tenet of the ‘access agreements’ of British universities, which aim to ensure that
students from disadvantaged backgrounds are not excluded from higher education.

The inequality created by the digital divide is only increased when the ques-
tion of digital access is considered internationally. Palfrey and Gasser are care-
ful in their work to avoid characterizing ‘digital natives’ as a generation, as this
experience is not a global phenomenon; only one-sixth of the world’s popula-
tion has access to digital technologies.11 It is true that digital technology can be

150 Charlotte Lydia Riley



harnessed globally to reduce inequality, by allowing access to educational
resources in remote areas or by empowering community organization; however,
in the developing world, access to digital and online technologies is even more
stratified by social class and income than it is in the United Kingdom or the
United States.12

Let me Google that for you

It is a truism to say that the rapid advances in digital and online technology over
the past decade have changed how we obtain information. Cultural and media
studies theorists have long argued that the form taken by any piece of media is
fundamental to the interpretation of the information contained therein. Marshall
McLuhan’s declaration that ‘the medium is the message’ and that the ‘message’
of any technology or medium is ‘the change of scale or pace or pattern that it
introduces into human affairs’ is arguably more applicable to twenty-first-century
digital and online technologies than to the advances in television media in the
twentieth century.13 Stuart Hall’s related observations that messages in media
must be ‘decoded’ by the receiver, who negotiates their reception of the message
via the dominant hegemonic codes of society, also indicate that the interpretation
of information is dependent on the environment in which information is accessed.14

Members of the so-called ‘digital generation’ are conditioned to receive informa-
tion in an on-screen format; they respond to digital and online information in a
more natural manner than previous generations.

Perhaps, though, talking about the ‘reception’ of information is in itself
anachronistic. The young people who make up the intake of British universities
in the twenty-first century do not passively receive information in the way of pre-
vious generations. Digital and online technologies can be extremely interactive in
scope. Members of the digital generation are used to their media interaction
being active, rather than passive. On television, in books or in newspapers, the
reader or viewer is constrained by the format to receive only what information
has been selected by the producer of the media, and has a limited right to reply.

In contrast, Palfrey and Gasser have outlined the many ‘feedback loops’
through which young people can interact with information that they encounter
digitally. Websites for news outlets including newspapers and television broad-
casters encourage interaction by enabling comments on the articles they present
(a position which might feasibly be extended to online academic journals).
However, a digitally literate young person might extend their feedback loop by
writing a response piece on their own blog or on a discussion board, or creating
a podcast or v-log (a short video) to express their views on the subject.15

It is important not to overestimate the ability or inclination of the digital
generation to produce internet content. Many young people do demonstrate an
impressive capacity for producing prolific blogposts, or creating videos to post on
YouTube, but most students do not engage with the internet to this extent, not
least because to maintain a popular blog or stream of video content is extremely
time-consuming. Nonetheless, having the potential capability to cheaply and
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easily produce content is a major difference between the internet and traditional
media such as newspapers, television or publishing.

Students from the digital generation do not view information or content as
organized through hierarchy, or as protected by money and establishment.
Freestone and Mitchell argue that Generation Y consumers are generally more
permissive than older groups when it comes to software, music and film piracy
online, arguing that the ‘inflated’ cost of buying these items legally justifies their
actions; only 6 per cent of the young people surveyed agreed that downloading
music files illegally was morally wrong.16

The digital generation expects access to information to be swift, cheap and
simple; this must be remembered when producing academic resources. The speed
and simplicity of basic internet searching means that students in the twenty-first
century conduct research in a profoundly different manner to their equivalents ten
or twenty years ago. The first thought of a member of the digital generation,
when faced with a query, is not to pull out an encyclopaedia or a textbook or a
dictionary. They go online – almost invariably, they Google it.17 This is as true
of teaching assistants as it is of first-year undergraduate students.

For most Generation Y members, the internet is the first portal for information,
even when hard copy books are available. This is not always seen as a positive
development among university lecturers. In her book The University of Google,
Tara Brabazon recounts with despair the story of a student who did not realize
that the further reading material for a course was available only in hard copy
in the library, rather than online; the student expressed exasperation that she
would have to physically ‘go into the library and get [the books]’.18 Brabazon is
unhappy that her students are increasingly resistant to traditional, text-based
research, and believes that this is directly linked to the fact that a growing section
of her students are ‘reading less, referencing less and writing with less clarity
and boldness’.19

It is easy to see why online resources prove so seductive to Generation Y scholars.
For young people raised with twenty-four-hour access to information, with the
internet and television both providing constant updates on current affairs, brick-
and-mortar libraries with opening hours and borrowing limits seem curiously
restrictive. However, this does not mean that the students have entirely abandoned
traditional literary research. The digital generation interact with libraries themselves
through the filter of the internet, using it to check catalogues and to compare
holdings across libraries using resources such as WorldCat or Copac. Academic
libraries themselves now devote a large proportion of their resources to the provision
of online and digital resources in recognition of their importance in higher education.

Being a member of the digital ‘generation’ is not purely a generational
matter. It is, in fact, largely determined by self-perception. There are many
people who were born outside Generation Y, before the use of computers and
the internet were common workplace occurrences, who nevertheless have
embraced these technological changes. Journalists, for example, have had to adapt
to a world in which online participation is a fundamental part of their professional
lives; their articles are published online, usually with space for reader comments,
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and many journalists also blog or have active Twitter accounts that they use to
promote their writing.

Academia, particularly the humanities, might often feel insulated from the
modern world, but in fact there are many people within the historical profession
who are comfortable with social networking, online research and digital techno-
logy, who use computers and smart-phones and the internet as second nature.
For example, Katrina Gulliver, an early career historical research scholar and avid
user of the social network site Twitter, compiled a group of ‘twitterstorians’ from
her list of contacts, primarily to ‘discuss research and history profession issues’.20

The list has grown to encompass historical institutions (@brooklynmuseum), jour-
nals (History Workshop Journal @historywj) and organizations (American
History Association @AHAhistorians), as well as many historians at every stage in
their career from undergraduate to professor; interested users can use the hashtag
#twitterstorians to search for on-topic tweets, and history researchers can use the tag
to address questions to colleagues at other institutions. This is a great example of
how the internet can be used as a democratic force for communication in academia.

Students, teachers and digital technology

This section is based on the testimony of a selection of undergraduate students
and doctoral student teaching assistants (TAs) at University College London,
UK. It aims to facilitate an understanding of the level of digital engagement
typical among the students and early career staff members in the History
Department of an academically competitive British university.

The analysis within this chapter is based on online qualitative questionnaire
surveys, supported by in-depth interviews with a smaller sample of under-
graduate students and postgraduate teaching assistants. The questionnaires
were a mixture of set, multiple-choice questions about digital usage, and open
discussion about attitudes to digital resources and history teaching and learn-
ing. University College London is a Russell Group university based in the centre
of London; as such, a high proportion of the student body is drawn from AB
NRS social grade backgrounds, with c. 35 per cent of students having been
privately educated and only 3.2 per cent of students having received free school
meals.21 This clearly has implications for the results of this analysis; this group
of students is presumably highly digital literate, having been exposed to a large
number of digital and online resources both at school and at home throughout
their early lives. This might mean that these students display a familiarity with
and capability for digital resources that is not yet seen in other cohorts from
less privileged social backgrounds, although it can be expected that, as digital
and online materials continue to become cheaper and even more ubiquitous,
this gap in experience will narrow.22 There are also a high proportion of
international students within the department, mainly from the United States
and Europe, but their survey responses were indistinguishable from those of the
British students; the quintessentially globalized nature of the online world has
in many ways homogenized the digital experience of Western teenagers.
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The undergraduate students were first asked whether they considered them-
selves to be a member of the ‘digital generation’. Every student respondent
agreed that they did. Responses ranged from simply stating that they frequently
used online resources, to hyperbolic declarations that they ‘could not live
without’ the internet or that their lives ‘revolve around technology’. Every
student surveyed had their own laptop or desktop computer in their home or
halls, with access to the internet. A majority of the students also owned a
smart-phone, with the most popular brand being Blackberry.23

Student respondents especially highlighted their heavy usage of social media sites
such as Facebook. They frequently stated a strong psychological dependency on
digital and online technology, with many repeating the idea that they felt ‘lost’
without access to the internet or their phones, and this was often linked to the
desire to connect to their friends via social networking sites. Students also
focused on their aptitude for using digital and online tools effectively, making
statements focusing on their ability to ‘keep up with new technology’ and com-
paring this ability to their parents, who were described by one student as being
‘boggled by the latest technology’. However, students drew distinctions between
different types of online material; whilst every student surveyed had a Facebook
account, blogs were variously described as ‘pretentious’ and ‘attention-seeking’
and none of the students surveyed admitted to writing one themselves.

Most of the postgraduate teaching assistants surveyed also considered themselves
part of a digital generation. These respondents were born in the early to mid-
1980s and generally felt comfortable using online and digital resources, which had
been commonly available to most of them since secondary school. Some respon-
dents considered themselves proficient members of the digital generation who
expected to be able to ‘access information and resources at any time, from
whatever location’.

A minority of TAs did not consider themselves to be part of the digital gen-
eration, saying that the technology had only been available in their late teens
and so they had not ‘grown up’ with digital and online resources. Some of these
respondents commented that they had so far rejected new technology such as
e-books in favour of more traditional resources, often saying that they did not
‘trust’ online resources or that they did not enjoy using them as much as their
analogue counterparts. Many of the TAs overtly compared themselves to
undergraduate students, concluding in most cases that younger students were
likely to ‘pick up new technology a lot more quickly’ and that this made them
‘feel old’ in comparison; digital and online literacy is therefore still associated
with youth. However, all of the TAs surveyed were comfortable with their
ability to use the internet to support their research effectively.

Every TA surveyed had a laptop or desktop computer and access to the internet
in their homes. However, they were less likely to own a smart-phone than the
undergraduate students, and were, anecdotally, also less likely to own this type of
technology than their peers working outside academia, supporting the idea that
academics are fundamentally more resistant to new technology than other mem-
bers of society. One TA described smart-phones as ‘magic internet-phones’;
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among several of the postgraduates, there was some pride expressed maintain-
ing a neo-Luddite approach to new digital and online technology. However, all
of the surveyed TAs used Facebook, with different levels of immersion in the
system ranging from checking the site at least daily, to having an account but
rarely using it. Most highlighted the importance of privacy on social networking
sites and the necessity of hiding their activity from undergraduate students, with
some using these websites only under disguised names or with hidden profiles.

Undergraduate students were next asked about their usage of digital and
online technology throughout their undergraduate studies. Students listed a
range of different reasons that they used internet resources, including supporting
essay writing and seminar preparation; reading about or discussing subjects that
they did not understand; accessing articles and books; checking factual informa-
tion and references; and for revision. Students emphasized that they rely heavily
on their computers to complete coursework, which must be word processed and
submitted online as well as in hard copy.

Students also highlighted the university email service, which is the primary
method of communication between History Department staff and students. In
addition, UCL History Department, like most other British universities, utilizes a
virtual learning environment (VLE), in this case Moodle; the students empha-
sized the importance of this service during term time for accessing reading lists,
checking class discussion topics, and sometimes for obtaining scanned or PDF
copies of journal articles or book chapters. Online library catalogues, including
aggregators such as Copac, were also often cited as ‘indispensable’. Reference tools
were also frequently mentioned by undergraduates; the Oxford English Dictionary
and the Oxford Dictionary of Biography are now fully searchable online.

Students also identified other online and digital resources that they used frequently
in their undergraduate study. E-journals were popular, and were generally
accessed using aggregator sites such as JSTOR or Ingenta Connect. Students
pointed to the search function on these sites as particularly useful, both for
identifying articles and for locating specific terms within the articles themselves.
It seems it is difficult for members of the digital generation to conceive of a
system where journals had to be accessed in hard copy within a library, and
where articles could be located only after lengthy perusal of an index. This is
demonstrated by the fact that several students identified journals themselves as
digital or online resources, apparently forgetting, or unaware, that the vast
majority exist firstly in paper form. Many of the TAs, who were all undertaking
doctoral research, expressed relief that online journals are now so prevalent in
most fields of history; although they were all aware of the existence of paper
journals, several expressed resentment at having occasionally to access articles
in hard copy because the journal had not been digitized.

Students also mentioned online resources that were specific to their area of study,
although these were not as commonly cited as other resources and were much more
popular with the postgraduate teaching assistants, who were understandably
more familiar with their subject matter. However, third-year dissertation stu-
dents in particular had experience of using primary source databases such as the
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Gale Digital Collections Eighteenth Century Collections Online (ECCO), the
Old Bailey Proceedings 1674–1913, and the University of Wisconsin Digital
Collections Foreign Relations of the United States (FRUS) archive.

Undergraduates also mentioned some online resources that are not designed
for academic research. Google Books and Amazon’s ‘search inside’ function were
highlighted by several students as an easy way to check references or read short
sections of chapters, often to assess whether the content was relevant to an
essay and if the book was therefore worth reading in full in hard copy; in this
sense the short ‘previews’ serve the same purpose as article abstracts. One
wonders how many students might have been unwilling to admit the extent to
which they use these resources as a replacement for detailed historical research,
rather than a supplement.

The responses of the undergraduates can be compared with that of the post-
graduate teaching assistants. Even the TAs who did not consider themselves to
be part of a digital generation conceded that they had used email and online
library catalogues and had word-processed their coursework essays when they
were undergraduate students, although many had not been expected to submit
work online. They had also used online reference tools such as the OED,
although resources like Google Books had not been available to many of them.

Some TAs remembered their lecturers making information such as primary
source extracts available online (such as through personal websites), although
VLEs had not been used at all. JSTOR had also been popular, although several
TAs commented that the site now offers better provision of journals and that
some features (such as being able to search within PDF articles) had been
improved since they were undergraduates; many students also commented that
they had often had to use hard-copy journals to read articles. There was a
feeling overall that online resources had become a lot more ubiquitous in the
years since the TAs were undergraduates, and that the Department would have
to continue to modernize its approach to teaching as online and digital
resources developed.

In their doctoral research, TAs utilized digital resources in a number of ways:
for access to primary sources through resources such as FRUS, Hansard, the
British Library Digitized Manuscripts collection or the Thesaurus Linguae
Graecae; for databases such as the UCL English Monastic Archives religious
houses, properties and archives databases, the Montevideo-Oxford Latin
American Economic History Database, or the University of Essex Great Britain
Historical Database Online; to utilize bibliographies such as the RHS Bibliography
of British and Irish History, the International Medieval Bibliography or the
Dizionario Bibliografico degli Italiani; and to access scholarly literature through
WorldCat, Copac, Google Books and Google Scholar. The doctoral students
generally cited more websites related to specific historical content than
undergraduate students, which probably indicates more efficient research skills
utilizing specialist websites rather than random Google searches, combined
with a greater need to work with primary sources and a wide range of literature
not easily accessed through university libraries.
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TAs also used digital and online technology when preparing to teach under-
graduate lessons. They utilized VLEs to disseminate reading, and to answer
student queries in message board forums. They used email to keep in touch
with their students and to highlight pieces of interesting content around the
web, such as contemporary news stories with relevance to seminar topics.

Some TAs used very little digital or online content in their lessons, whereas
others relied quite heavily on internet resources to plan and teach seminars.
Handouts and presentations were prepared using pictures and photographs found
online, using resources such as the University of Kent British Cartoon Archive
(www.cartoons.ac.uk), the National Gallery and National Portrait Gallery
online galleries, and the Perseus Digital Library Project art and archaeology
artefact browser. Many TAs also obtained online primary source ‘gobbets’ for use
as teaching tools, from sites such as the Fordham University Internet Medieval and
Ancient History Sourcebooks, the University of Michigan/Cornell University
Making of America resource, and online newspaper repositories such as the
Times Digital Archive 1785–1985. Some TAs also used YouTube videos in their
teaching, either to show clips from secondary analysis of historical events, such as
an extract from a documentary, or to show material for historical analysis, such
as newsreel footage or clips from films or plays.

Several TAs mentioned that they had used Facebook and Twitter to source
interesting teaching material from members of staff in other departments or at
other universities; some respondents had been shown interesting videos or cartoons,
or had participated in the email exchange of handouts or presentation slides.
Many TAs sourced teaching materials in their field from colleagues whom they had
met at specialist conferences and with whom they had kept in touch through
social networking websites.

All of the TAs and undergraduate students surveyed mentioned Wikipedia
somewhere in their responses. Undergraduates often cited the website as a
resource that they had used during their A-levels for essay or exam preparation,
but which they felt was seen as inappropriate for undergraduate study. However,
most students admitted to using the website at some point in their degree, often
as a way to find out information about a new subject or to briefly check facts
such as names of protagonists or dates of events. No students admitted to using
Wikipedia as a main source for essays, and indeed many explicitly cited this
behaviour as unacceptable. However, anecdotal evidence from the TAs surveyed
suggested that many undergraduates were utilizing the website to some extent,
sometimes to an inappropriate degree. This disparity is almost certainly because
of the prevailing academic attitude towards the reliability of the website; students
described the website as having a ‘stigma’ among academics, with one student
saying that Wikipedia was ‘always condemned’ by their lecturers. Most TAs
criticized the use of Wikipedia in undergraduate essays, with one respondent
saying that it was ‘always inappropriate’ for undergraduate students to use the
website during their degree.

However, all of the TAs surveyed admitted to using Wikipedia themselves
when preparing for seminars, particularly when teaching subjects outside their
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main area of specialization. TAs often expressed sentiments indicating that
their usage of the site was more ‘acceptable’ than that of the undergraduates;
one TA said that she ‘always’ used Wikipedia for lesson planning but would
immediately ‘mark a student down’ if she suspected that an essay had been
researched on the site.

TAs mainly justified their use of Wikipedia by saying that they used it to estab-
lish facts as background for teaching topics with which they were unfamiliar,
rather than to create a piece of written work. TAs also felt validated in their
use of the website because they had more existing knowledge about topics and
were more efficient at checking information gleaned from Wikipedia for factual
accuracy and historical validity than their undergraduate students. However,
several TAs acknowledged the hypocrisy in this attitude, with one TA stating
that since postgraduate students and lecturers use the site ‘all the time’, it
should ‘get a bit more credit’ for being a useful academic resource. The general
attitude among TAs was that resources such as Wikipedia could only be used
effectively if students were willing to interrogate the source thoroughly, a skill
which should in any case be integral to undergraduate history study. Wikipedia
has itself produced a useful guide for students using the website for research,
which addresses issues such as bias and incomplete information. It summarizes
this advice as: ‘You should not use Wikipedia by itself for primary research
(unless you are writing a paper about Wikipedia)’.24

Students and TAs were also surveyed on their attitudes to digital resources
compared to traditional primary and secondary sources for studying history.
Undergraduate students were split on their attitude to digital sources, despite
their reliance on online primary and secondary resources. Many students felt
that digital and online resources were less useful to historians than traditional
secondary sources because they were ‘less reliable’, ‘riskier’ or ‘less factually
accurate’ than traditional secondary publications. Some students expanded
their answers to explain that this attitude was based on questions of bias or
disputed authorship in online texts; many students cited Wikipedia as an
example of an ‘unreliable’ online secondary source.

In contrast, some students said that online sources were more useful to histor-
ians because of ease-of-access, and pointed out that digital secondary sources
can be searched for keywords, allowing students to find specific references
quickly. Finally, some students demonstrated a more balanced attitude to online
secondary sources, pointing out that both digital and analogue publications can
be subject to bias and errors, although the relative ease of producing online
resources and frequent lack of editing or peer review might mean that some
online resources are less accurate than published monographs on topics. However,
digital versions of published secondary sources, such as journal articles or e-books,
are clearly as accurate as their hard-copy equivalents.

TAs generally had a fairly nuanced understanding of the relative benefits of
online and digital resources compared to printed secondary sources. All secondary
resources that had undergone the vigorous process of academic publishing were
considered acceptable, whether online or hard copies. TAs also highlighted the
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possibility that blogs or online articles might be produced by academic histor-
ians; these resources would be just as accurate as attending a lecture or seminar
by the author, but might be more accessible to undergraduate students, and
several TAs expressed regret that more academic historians did not post the
text of their lectures online to increase the dissemination of their ideas.

Many TAs were worried about the lack of formal peer review on the internet,
with one comparing secondary historical websites to ‘self-published books’.
However, most TAs agreed that using these resources could be effective if they
were properly interrogated and cited; one person described an ‘inbuilt distrust’
of online secondary resources, but described this as ‘irrational’ given the likelihood
that printed historical material might also be inaccurate. However, it was agreed
by most TAs that the majority of a bibliography should come from traditional
secondary sources such as books and articles (whether accessed online or in hard
copy), and that a student who relied heavily on non-traditional online secondary
sources would probably receive a comparatively low mark for an essay.

The main complaint of TAs when teaching undergraduates was that students
became too reliant on online resources, and were often too ‘lazy’ to go to the
library and use texts that were not available digitally.25 This was a complaint
that was particularly relevant when the course had relied heavily on a VLE.
One undergraduate student felt that lecturers appreciate, on the whole, that
‘students are more likely to do the reading [for a seminar] if they can do so from
the comfort of their own beds on a Sunday morning’. Encouraging students to
complete the required reading was a central concern of the TAs, who tended to
be fairly inexperienced and thus lacked confidence in their own authority over
students. However, this method of teaching made it far less likely that the
undergraduates would do any extra reading or locate relevant books themselves
that were not on the reading list.

Some TAs expressed concern that the use of VLEs was eroding undergraduate
research abilities, which are a key transferable skill gained from studying history.
Students often seemed unable or unwilling to locate more obscure texts which
were not available online and could only be accessed, for example, in the British
Library. They were also less likely to make accidental discoveries of useful
material on library shelves, although this was offset by the ease of searching by
subject in databases such as Jstor and thus finding a huge number of scholarly
articles on any topic.

Students and TAs were also asked about the reliability of digital and online
primary sources compared to traditional sources. Online source collections were
regarded as not just acceptable but absolutely essential for studying and teaching
many areas of history; the role of archives in digitizing holdings has been vital in
increasing access to primary documents. Both undergraduate students and TAs
were clear that it would be difficult to do primary research on many subjects
without online provision of sources, particularly when sources are very fragile,
precious or relating to areas outside the holdings of the National Archives or
the British Library (especially in the fields of international and ancient history).
There were some concerns about the practical issues arising from the usage of
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online primary sources, with one student, for example, talking about finding
scanned newspaper cartoons, which could not be used for an essay because they
had been posted on a blog without proper citation.

Students and TAs were also questioned about using new primary sources
produced on the internet, such as blog entries written by participants in historic
events, or leaked documents accessed through Wikileaks. For many of the
respondents this was not a relevant concern; however, some students and TAs
working on very modern or contemporary history had engaged with this issue.

It was felt by both students and TAs that online primary sources could be
useful as long as students were aware of the problems of bias and account-
ability relevant to all primary source analysis; one student summarized this by
saying, ‘as [a webpage] is a source, it should be used the same as any other
source’. However, online primary sources might have specific issues arising
from the fact that internet pages can be edited after publication, and are there-
fore less permanent – and less accountable – than printed ephemera. However,
there were many forms of primary document produced directly online that were
considered to be as accurate and reliable as their print counterparts. For
example, British government departments produce a wealth of online informa-
tion that can be considered an accurate reflection of their strategic position,
such as the Foreign and Commonwealth Office’s series of web pages on ‘Global
Issues’ including the war in Afghanistan, the Commonwealth and NATO,
which might be of interest to students and TAs working on twentieth- and
twenty-first-century foreign policy.26

Finally, students and TAs were asked about their experience of academic his-
torians’ attitude to online and digital resources, and whether they felt the History
department effectively utilized online resources. Students felt that they were
strongly encouraged or required to use certain online resources, such as VLEs,
email and JSTOR, but were either left without guidance or were actively dis-
couraged from using other online resources. Undergraduates were often unsure
how to reference online resources, so had to cross-check information found on
the internet with hard-copy texts for their bibliography. Many students avoided
using online resources because they felt that the presence of online citations
would diminish their work, with several students concerned that lecturers ‘do not
like’ website references. However, students highlighted some key instances of
digital technology being used to effectively support learning, such as the use of
philosophy podcasts on a political thought course, and the use of the British
Museum and Petrie Museum online artefact catalogues in ancient history and
archaeology courses.

All TAs were aware that undergraduate students expected to be able to do
the majority of their work online. Most of the respondents felt that there
should be clearer guidance provided to students about the acceptability of
online and digital resources, and that where these were available they should be
more strongly promoted to students. Several TAs highlighted that digital and
online resources are not necessarily more accessible than analogue texts; many
primary source e-databases are only available through expensive subscriptions,
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which effectively means that they are impenetrable to undergraduate students
unless the university is willing to subscribe as an institution. It also became
clear that many of the ‘acceptable’ digital and online resources were those that
were created by universities and made available to students in other institutions. It
was felt that it would be beneficial for more universities to take part in projects
like this, which could then become shared resources for teaching and learning
History around the world. One undergraduate student supported this idea with
the suggestion that an online database of ‘reliable academic sources’ should be
created to advise students of best practice.

The TAs interviewed were divided on whether they had been encouraged to
use digital resources in their teaching; around half felt that this had been
strongly encouraged, whereas the rest felt that either they had been discouraged
from this or that there were not enough digital resources available to support
their subject. It was acknowledged by many that most undergraduate students
would pursue jobs outside academia, and that as online research skills were vital to
many careers, this should be something that is demonstrably strengthened through
pursuing a History degree.

These undergraduate students and PhD student teaching assistants form only a
small proportion of the students and TAs currently involved in British academic
history. However, their attitudes and experiences can be seen as a microcosm of
the digital generation. The conceptual issues arising from this analysis, and
the opportunities which are presented by digital and online technology, will be
discussed in the next section.

The ‘ABC’ of digital issues

Accessibility

Digital and online resources have already created a more accessible culture within
academia. Digitization projects in archives have enabled scholars to study primary
documents stored thousands of miles away at a low cost and with great ease.
This does much to enable undergraduates to work with online sources, as most
will not have the resources to make trips around the world to research coursework
essays. It also helps to protect the condition of the documents, and enables large
numbers of students to access primary sources at the same time, which is ideal
when teaching a seminar or lecture around a specific document.
Digital and online resources can also help to make academic study more

accessible to students who have obstacles preventing them from partaking in a
typical university lifestyle. As mentioned above, podcasts can be useful teaching
resources, particularly for students who have impaired sight or who find it difficult
to read large amounts of material because of conditions like dyslexia or ADHD
(Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder). Students who find it difficult to attend
classes and lectures on campus because of illness, disability or difficult personal
circumstances can be kept up-to-date with lectures and seminars through online
resources, and can interact with their lecturers and fellow students through
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web-conferencing resources such as Skype. This can also be a useful method for
academics who are on sabbatical leave or research trips to keep in touch with
their research students. Lecturers should be available to their students via email,
although they can stipulate a ‘virtual office hour’ in which they will respond to
all non-urgent queries, to avoid being swamped with constant requests.

Digital and online resources could still be used more effectively to make academia
more accessible for all. Online journals are still subject to heavy subscription char-
ges, which are more difficult to justify than the same fee for the production and
postage of paper copies. Historians working in universities could also utilize digital
and online resources to make their own work more accessible outside the bubble of
academia. With ‘impact’ at the forefront of the Research Excellence Framework
(REF) undertaken by the British government to assess the quality of research
conducted in higher education institutions in Great Britain, writing for an online
audience is an ideal way for historians to communicate with the wider public. The
History Blogging Projectwas funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council
(AHRC) and aimed to develop training resources for postgraduate historical
researchers, to enable them ‘to create, maintain, and publicize a blog on their
research’; the project is an effective blueprint for sustained and coherent online
engagement by academic historians.27

Assessment

Exams have long been criticized by some people for being an unrealistic way to
assess student ability; most teachers would agree that a written exam is to a large
extent an assessment of how well a student performs in an exam, rather than how
well they know the subject matter of the course. This is even more applicable for
the digital generation. As one student said when interviewed for this chapter:

For better or worse, students of my generation are so used to having infor-
mation at their fingertips and, more pertinently, to being able to review and
rewrite their analysis, that a three hour handwritten test is never again, in
my opinion, going to be a conduit through which their ability can be
accurately tested.

It is difficult to conceive of another situation where a person would need to sit and
write for three hours, on a subject that they have been expected to memorize,
without being able to check their facts or easily rewrite their ideas. University
education is supposed to prepare students for their professional lives, and exams
have become anachronistic in a digital age, where a skilled researcher is expected
to utilize the internet to easily and quickly access factual information. In any case,
history degrees are supposed to educate students in the understanding and
application of theory and conceptual arguments, rather than create a class full of
automatons blindly reciting names and dates. The University of Southern Denmark
has already moved to eliminate traditional exams, instead allowing students to
complete online tests with access to the internet throughout their assessment;
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the standard rules against plagiarism have been kept in place, and students are
given enough time to draft and rewrite their work to abide by strict word limits,
so that they cannot simply regurgitate pages of notes but must instead think
carefully about the question posed.28 This system is arguably much more suited to
assessing the new digital generation of students than traditional written exams.

Anonymity

One of the major concerns cited by students and TAs about web-based
resources was the vast number of sources that are produced by anonymous
contributors. This was a particular concern when thinking about secondary sources,
such as blogposts and Wikipedia entries; traditional analogue primary sources are
more frequently anonymous than traditional secondary texts, and students are more
vigilant about partiality when reading primary documents. Clearly, using anony-
mous documents to glean factual evidence is a dangerous pursuit. However,
sometimes anonymity can be a positive force, allowing authors to write more freely
than if their real identity was known; this was seen in Iran’s Green Revolution
in 2009, when Iranian revolutionaries were able to use blogposts and Twitter to
reveal what was happening in the riots and unrest.29 These sources would be an
interesting teaching tool for historians of the Middle East or of popular protest.
Generally it can be seen that it is better not to use anonymous sources for factual
information, which could be accessed elsewhere. However, as undergraduate
students are expected to question the veracity of the sources that they use, the
concept of anonymity on the internet can be used when teaching about the prove-
nance and reliability of historical material. A teaching handbook on Wikipedia
suggests that the website should be used with a ‘degree of caution’; this is
advice which should be passed on to students working with any source.30

Bias

This issue is sometimes linked to that of anonymity in online resources, but can
also be a problem with documents that have been attributed to a named author.
Undergraduate students should understand the concept of bias in historical
sources and should be educated about the dangers of accepting the ideas contained
in any source, primary or secondary, online or analogue, without questioning the
perspective from which it is written. Online secondary sources might be especially
prone to bias because they are often produced by non-academic authors who
are working without payment and who are instead motivated by an ideological
or emotional commitment to portraying their version of events.

Bias can therefore be particularly problematic for subjects of current political
controversy. Wikipedia strives for a ‘neutral point of view’ to be reflected in its
subject pages, but often finds this difficult to maintain on a website that can be
edited by anybody with an internet connection. The website lists among its most
controversial and therefore most edited topics many historical subjects, including
the Crusades, the Berlin Wall, Bloody Sunday, the Jim Crow Laws, the
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Confederacy, the Holocaust, Israel, the Irish Potato Famine, the Spanish Civil
War and Tiananmen Square; this controversy also affects concepts of interest
to historians, including ethnicity, women’s rights, slavery, radicalism and, perhaps
rather unexpectedly, the Middle Ages.31 Wikipedia makes this information
freely available, and so the controversy around these subjects can be used to
underline how they remain relevant to a contemporary audience. By highlighting
the fact that many subjects studied in History classes remain contentious, the
question of bias and controversy in online sources can be used as a valid tool
for teaching. Indeed, the concept of a ‘neutral point of view’ could itself be an
interesting topic for debate in a historiography seminar.32

Breadth

The internet is enormous. It is difficult to conceive of the amount of information
that can be stored on the World Wide Web. For example, the British Library,
one of the largest libraries in the world, holds around 150 million items, which
requires 635km of shelving for storage.33 In comparison, Google claimed in
2011 that there were at least one trillion unique URLs on their index of the
internet; the capacity for growth is theoretically limitless.34 On one hand, this is
undoubtedly exciting for anybody who is interested in research, communication
and the accumulation of information; on the other hand, it can be incredibly
daunting.

The sheer size of the internet can be problematic for teaching and learning
history. Any internet search for subjects of sufficient general interest will reveal
far more information than can ever realistically be assessed. For example, if a
student Googles ‘the British Empire’, there will be more than 15 million results
returned. Much of this information will be useless – either because it duplicates
other websites, or because it is of insufficient quality, or because it is not
relevant to the specific topic being studied. Students in the digital generation
should be comfortable with sifting through information they find on the inter-
net, and they should even be fairly proficient at distinguishing useful websites
from those which are irrelevant or unhelpful. However, problems may occur if
academic websites are produced that do not utilize search engine optimization
(SEO) efficiently, or which are poorly designed in terms of access or aesthetics;
these websites may attract little attention from students who are used to dealing
with polished web content, which is presented high in the search engine
rankings.

The sheer size of the internet can prove an unwelcome distraction to students
and lecturers alike; in practice, quickly checking a date or fact can often result
in a large chunk of wasted time, as attention is diverted across millions of
online results. However, the ability to make connections between different
subjects, whilst frustrating or distracting, can also be a useful research tool.
This is particularly true for students or early career researchers, who do not
have a large background of general knowledge to support their studies in any
one subject as might more experienced academics.35
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Cheating

Cyber-plagiarism and other forms of online cheating are possibly the biggest
worry for academics when teaching undergraduates from the digital generation.
The New York Times, for example, reported that students rarely bothered
citing from online sources and that only 29 per cent of undergraduate students
surveyed believed that copying work from the internet constituted ‘serious
cheating’.36 The idea that members of the digital generation are not respectful
of intellectual property (or academic honesty), and that they are therefore likely
to plagiarize their work, is endemic among some university faculties.

However, it could be argued that digital and online technology actually
makes it easier to detect plagiarism by undergraduate students. Most uni-
versities now require students to submit coursework electronically, and this can
then be run through anti-plagiarism software, such as Turnitin. This type of
program can evaluate work against archived student essays, as well as journals,
periodicals and books; the ability to search work against previously submitted
coursework guards against peer-to-peer plagiarism, even when the two essays
have been submitted months apart or when the course has been taught by sev-
eral different instructors. In addition, the ability to scan work against published
content is particularly useful for early-career lecturers, who might not have as
exhaustive a knowledge of the secondary literature around the subject as their
more experienced colleagues, and so might miss work plagiarized from obscure
texts. It is actually easier to detect work that is copied from a webpage than
any other form of plagiarism; a TA marking essays can type a suspicious phrase
into a search engine and quickly check whether the student has taken it from
somebody else’s work.

Collaboration

For many academics, ‘collaboration’ between undergraduate students might
sound like a thinly disguised euphemism for cheating. However, one of the most
exciting opportunities afforded by digital and online technology is the ability for
students and lecturers to collaborate on projects right across the world. Discussion
forums, websites, web-conferences and email lists can be set up to connect stu-
dents with similar interests, to allow a wider perspective into the interpretation
of historical subjects. For example, a lecturer teaching Anglo-American relations
in a British university might establish a connection with a politics class in the USA,
thus allowing a transatlantic perspective on the ‘special relationship’. In the same
way, students studying Greek archaeology in London might benefit hugely from
communicating with students studying the same subject in Athens, particularly when
considering debates like the present-day ownership of ancient artefacts.

Digital technologies can also be utilized to further interdisciplinary study of
historical subjects. In her article on e-learning, Suzanne Guerlac cites the example
of Emory University’s Samothrace: Framing the Mysteries in the Sanctuary of
the Great Gods as a digital project which brings together art historians,
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archaeologists, statisticians, computer scientists and geospatial information to
explore ideas about ‘architecture, landscape and religious ritual’ in the ancient
world.37 Using a digital interface can help to bridge the gap between different
disciplines, downplaying different approaches and creating a common ground
from which to approach a subject.

Collaboration can also be enacted effectively on a smaller scale. Students can
share work more easily for group projects using cloud computing, where data is
stored on a ‘cloud system’ online and can be accessed from a number of different
locations. Digital technology can also provide an effective way for lecturers to
work with students on their coursework or larger projects; digital editing allows a
large number of comments to be made on a document, whilst it remains legible.
Marking essays and returning them online can save time and paper.

Collaboration is also linked to accessibility. If academic historians despair at
the quality of existing online resources about their subject, they can collaborate
with more experienced web designers to produce their own digital content. If
lecturers in British universities are concerned that students are writing poor
essays because of their reliance on Wikipedia as a source, then those lecturers
can join the website as contributors and update the relevant pages to an
acceptable level of accuracy and detail.38 The Wikimedia Foundation, the
organization which overseas Wikipedia, began conducting research in 2011 to
understand why academics do not often get involved with editing Wikipedia
pages and to develop some ideas about how to improve academic participation
in the project.39 Digital and online technologies have created exciting opportunities
for academic historians to collaborate across borders to make their work more
accessible to all, and this should be embraced.

Conclusions

The digital generation, whether undergraduate students or postgraduate teaching
assistants, brings a new perspective to teaching and learning History in British
universities. This should be embraced and encouraged. Ultimately, there should
be no distinction for students or teachers between online and traditional historical
sources; there should always be a distinction between reliable and unreliable
historical sources. Students and teachers should approach all sources, whether
textbooks or primary documents or articles or blogs, with a critical eye, and
this ability to analyse and evaluate the veracity of information is one of the
greatest skills imparted through a History degree. Students should be encour-
aged to utilize digital resources but there must always be a strong focus on
academic rigour. Most History undergraduates are not planning to pursue a
career in academic history and are liable to underestimate the importance of
professional standards of historical research, but these need to be constantly
reiterated to ensure that their learning is meaningful and effective. Lecturers
should acknowledge that there are limitations to digital and online resources,
whilst at the same time using the knowledge of these limitations to improve the
interaction between academic history and the online portrayal of the subject.
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The digital era is not accompanied by harbingers of doom. Digital and online
materials can revitalize History teaching to make it more relevant to the next
generation of undergraduate students. Used well, they are a gateway to a more
global study of history with a more significant public impact. Digital resources
can protect historical documents from careless handling; they can bring obscure
journal articles to the attention of undergraduate students; and they can create
an international community of scholars working on the same project in many
different cities, countries and time zones. Digital and online resources are the
future of history; rather than eclipsing good historical practice, they can only
complement it.
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9 New universes or black holes?
Does digital change anything?

David Thomas and Valerie Johnson

Introduction: digital Doomsday?

In 1995, Jeff Rothenberg of the Rand Corporation published an article describing
how, in 2045, his grandchildren will find a letter and a CD-ROM in the attic of
his house. The letter explains that the CD-ROM contains a document which
provides the key to Rothenberg’s fortune. But the children have never seen a
CD-ROM before and there is doubt as to whether they can find the right
hardware or software to read it. Rothenberg’s view of the fragility of digital
documents, best expressed in his mantra that ‘digital information lasts forever – or
five years, whichever comes first’, motivated a generation of digital preservation
experts and is the current orthodoxy.1 The Rothenberg view of the world is
neatly summarized on the website of the British Library:

Without the right computer, disk drive, operating system and software, the
information on a computer disk cannot be seen or understood.

The storage media for digital materials can also be short-lived. Magnetic
materials such as floppy disks and magnetic tape deteriorate in a very short
time compared to paper.

The greatest challenge, however, is the speed at which the technology is
developing and changing and the rate at which hardware and software
become obsolete, with little or no backward compatibility. Even if a CD-ROM
were to last for 100 years, there may no longer be a computer or software
to read it.2

The Library of Congress takes an even more apocalyptic view:

How does our nation ensure that the knowledge and wisdom endowed
to us by generations of Americans, continuously collected and preserved
since the founding of the Library of Congress (the Library) in 1800, will
continue to grow?

What is at stake is the loss of data representing billions of dollars of
investment in new information technology, new scientific discoveries, and
new information upon which our economic prosperity and national security



depend. Also at stake is the transmission of ideas, knowledge, and the
American people’s legacy of creativity to future generations.3

The clear implication is that historical information and records – the future
evidence base of historians to come – is at risk of massive and irretrievable loss.
As a result of this line of thinking, the US National Archives (NARA) developed its
Electronic Records Archive (ERA) system which is intended to resolve all these
issues. It is hugely sophisticated and is designed to handle both semi-current
and older electronic records, and to ensure their long-term survival. It cost the
US taxpayer some $567 million to build, with an estimated life-cycle cost of
$1.3 billion. The current volumes of records held by the system are quite small –
just over 100 terabytes – but are expected to grow by about 40 terabytes a year.
There will be some big acquisitions along the way, including the US military
command system in Iraq, and the 2010 US census which is about 500TB.4

Rothenberg’s original article was published in a very different world. In 1994,
there were a range of competing architectures and operating systems and a
fragmented range of applications, while document formats were controlled by
software manufacturers. Recently, his ideas have come under attack. In 2009,
David Rosenthal discussed Rothenberg’s main ideas, pointing out the importance
of open standards and the development of the web, as well as the impact of an
anti-trust investigation into Microsoft. He said that in the current world,
significant documents survive online, while the problem of unstable storage
media had been resolved because systems automatically migrate documents to
new media when needed. Because formats are standard and independent of
applications, format obsolescence rarely happens. He cited the example of the
Unix operating system which is 30 years old and is still capable of reading every
file produced in that period.5

The problem of scale

For a long time the National Archives in the UK took the same view as
NARA – that it would be facing a large inflow of digital document created in
government departments and that this would pose huge technical problems
because of the fragility of digital material. While the National Archives believes
that, in the long term, Rothenberg may be right and radical changes in tech-
nology might pose huge difficulties for librarians, archivists and historians, in
the short term it believes that the major threats are around poor capture, the
inability to achieve safe storage and, increasingly, the sheer volume of material
to be preserved. The National Archives’ experience is that it has not acquired a
large quantity of records on fragile media. Digital records are acquired either by
crawling websites or are sent by government departments on removable media
such as memory sticks, or transferred digitally. Once at Kew they are stored on
disk or tape and are regularly backed up and migrated to new media when
necessary. Nor are these records difficult to read. The growth of the use of
computers in government departments has coincided with the widespread
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implementation of Windows-based computers. The vast majority of modern gov-
ernment records are standard file types that can easily be read on modern software,
though there remain some oddities. The 1986 BBC Domesday Disks, for example,
required a major piece of work to make them readable.6

The National Archives acquires the vast bulk of its digital records from
crawling websites; it archives a copy of every government website every few
months. Up to the end of 2011, the volume of records other than websites it had
taken in was quite small – largely restricted to the records of public inquiries.

For contemporary historians, the years from 1997 onwards mark a water-
shed. Up to that date, sources for government history are largely paper-based.
This is partly because, until the early 2000s (with the exception of a few early
adopters such as the Treasury and Foreign Office), British government depart-
ments had a policy of printing out significant documents. They were slow to
realize the potential long-term value of digital archives. The same was true of
the internet. Until Brewster Kahle began his one-man campaign to archive the
World Wide Web in late 1996, few websites had been preserved.7

The next few years will see a radical increase in the volume of digital sources
being created. In the UK, the National Archives is beginning to take in huge
volumes of digital material, including websites, the records of the 2012 London
Olympic Games, as well as large volumes of electronic copies of paper documents,
notably ones recording military service.

These born-digital records will be very different in character from the current
generation of paper-based ones because they will not be subject to a complex
selection process. Paper records are currently selected by departments, advised
by National Archives staff before they are transferred. Some material, such as
Cabinet papers, are transferred more or less intact, but files from less significant
ministries, or more complex ones such as the Ministry of Defence, are carefully
reviewed. In the digital age, such selection is not really practicable. How could
an archivist review individual files within an Electronic Document Management
System or data within a database?

So in future, born-digital records will come in larger volumes than traditional
paper records and they will be less coherent. As Rosenthal pointed out, this
poses a huge problem of scale and of cost. Archives will have to deal with
unimaginably large volumes of material. Portico, the not-for-profit organization
which preserves digital books, articles and digitized historical collections,
houses 19 million archival units (books, articles, etc.). The Internet Archive,
which is attempting to archive the World Wide Web and to create a digital
copy of every book ever published, has over 3 million texts and 150 billion web
pages in its collections. The cost of caring for these mammoth libraries is
determined largely by the extent to which they provide a full digital preservation
service. The Internet Archive has a simple model which involves capturing and
storing material which costs about 5 cents a gigabyte per year. Portico has a
detailed preservation plan for each item and may take a number of preservation
steps, for example, converting digital copies of books to a standard format.
Consequently it costs Portico much more.8
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The scale of the digital preservation challenge is a long-term issue for
archives and libraries. Can individual institutions afford to preserve ever-growing
volumes of material? Will they have to consider more cooperative preservation
ventures such as Portico, and is more attention going to have to be paid to
selecting material of long-term research value? Indeed, can historians make use
of this growing volume of material?

One particular problem which has been identified by the Mellon Foundation
is how, in the digital world, can libraries acquire and preserve the papers of
political, literary and other significant figures? The problem is that the archives
of a prominent author may contain paper manuscripts, digital text files, emails,
online postings on blogs, Flickr, MySpace and Facebook, and a variety of
analogue and digital audiovisual material. Stanford University holds the papers
of Stephen Jay Gould, the scientific writer. These comprise 850 boxes of textual
material, approximately 450 audiovisual items, and 1,180 computer media files.
How can these be preserved and made accessible? Mellon has funded projects to
help with the Gould archive and other similar collections.9

Where is the current coherent vision?

There are similarly complex problems when paper records are digitized.
Motives for digitizing records are quite diverse. The largest sources of digitized
records are those created by the for-profit family history publishing compa-
nies – Origins, Ancestry, Find My Past and others – who digitize records for
use by family historians, and who make money from selling subscriptions.
Other records are digitized either to present the results of scholarly endeavour
or to provide resources for future research. These are the motivations behind
the funding bodies, the Research Councils and JISC, as well as the specialist
academic publishing companies, such as Gale, Adam Matthew, Proquest and
others. Finally, some archives and libraries digitize records for preservation
purposes. The UK National Archives, for example,are digitizing some First
World War War diaries to ensure their long-term survival.

As Table 9.1 shows, there has been a huge level of public expenditure on
digitization over the past 10 years.10

Table 9.1 UK expenditure on academic digitization project

Funding source Investment (£million)

New Opportunities Fund Digitization Programme (NOF
Digi) (1999–2003)

50

Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) (2004–2011) 27.5
Arts & Humanities Research Council (AHRC) (2000–2007) 10
The National Archives, UK 5
National Library of Scotland 0.7
British Library n/a
Total 93.2
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It is worth comparing the scale of investment in scholarly digitization with that
undertaken by the family history companies. Family historians use resources such
as census records, wills and parish registers, which are also used by academic
historians. The largest player in this space is the Utah-based Ancestry.com, which
has a market capitalization of nearly a billion dollars. The company has about
1.7 million subscribers, who are able to access the billions of pages of digitized
material that Ancestry makes available online; and the number of subscribers is
growing. Up to the end of 2010, Ancestry had spent about $110 million acquiring
digital content, either by digitizing records or through business acquisitions.11 The
Dundee-based BrightSolid operates family history websites in the UK, Ireland and
Australia. Its UK site provides access to over 750 million records while its
Australian business has over 55 million records relating to Australasia.12 Both
companies are able to digitize records at an industrial scale. For example,
BrightSolid digitized the 1911 census for England and Wales, which occupied
two kilometres of shelving and contained the details of 36 million people.13

The consequence of this multi-streamed approach to digitization of resources
for humanities has been a lack of coherence in the resulting corpus of digital
material. The family history companies have been the most coherent, painstakingly
digitizing all the relevant records. The academic funding bodies have been more
eclectic. In the UK, JISC has spent a fortune digitizing everything from photo-
graphs of watermills to pictures of polar expeditions, not to mention creating a
3D replica of a model of the court of Pompeii originally made for the 1854 Crystal
Palace Exhibition.14

It is easy to find excuses and partly the funding bodies are to blame. They
have preferred to support relatively small digitization projects to answer specific
research questions, but have failed to engage with a large-scale vision. However,
the historical community must share some of the criticism. Unlike historians,
classicists have a clear image of what they need to support their research. They
have a vision of an apographeme – an online database of all written material
from the classical era. Every stone, papyrus, paper or parchment that contained
Latin or Greek would be made available to scholars. The images of the documents
would be linked to translations and metadata. This is only achievable because
the amount of written material from the period is finite and small, but its
breadth of vision should inspire scholars of later periods.15

In 2010 two Harvard scientists, Erez Lieberman-Aiden and Jean-Baptiste
Michel, suggested that the written record of the human race should be digitized
over a ten-year period. The incoming leader of the historical profession in
America responded that it was a wonderful plan, but that it could not be
achieved in the proposed time. This response perhaps exemplifies the lack of a
powerful drive towards large-scale humanities digitization.16

Implications: are we witnessing a revolutionary break with the past?

Eclectic or not, there now exists a large corpus of material online for use by
historians and other researchers. This raises a number of issues. What are these
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digital objects, and are they just records like paper records? Does search change
in a digital world, and with what consequences? How about research? Or are
these changes simply flutter, whilst the deeper waters remain unruffled? Underlying
all these is the fundamental question of whether digital represents a genuine break
with the past or a continuum.

On the face of it, this question seems foolish. It seems a truism that the
digital represents a paradigm shift in records and research, a revolution that has
transformed records, recordkeeping and the research that is based on them.
First, there is the loss of the physical record and its implications. Then, there
are radically new types of records such as audiostream and websites, which
have no analogue equivalent in the paper world. Third, there are new problems
of authenticity, provenance and originality, as well as issues around the concept
of records as unchanging versus the continually shifting nature of new ‘records’
such as websites and databases. Where is the ‘real’ ‘original’ record when 15
people file the same Word document? How can one say it is authentic when
numerous people have editing privileges?

Many would argue that this means the end of the record as we know it. And
if the concept of the record collapses, does the idea of the archive collapse with
it, knocked flat as in a cascade of dominoes, each collapsing concept having a
knock-on effect? Is this the end of the archive as we know it, as all collapses
into raw data?

… Or simply a calm continuum?

So far, so much an indication of a break, a revolution, or a new paradigm. Yet
on further consideration, all is not so clear.

Though the digital has indeed added complexity, it has not wiped away the
analogue world. The idea of overlapping technologies, where old does not
replace new, but simply co-exists with it, can be seen in the writing of com-
mentators such as David Edgerton in his highly influential book, The Shock of the
Old.17 Edgerton points out the lack in various cases of a clear break, stating, ‘time
was always jumbled up … We worked with old and new things.’ Edgerton
describes how ‘technologies do not only appear, they also disappear and reappear,
and mix and match across the centuries’.18 A good example is that of the tele-
phone, which was rejuvenated initially by its adaptation as a mobile phone, then
by subsequent technologies and mixtures of technologies, such as the camera
phone, up to and including the i-phone.19 The same can be said for the radio,
widely predicted to be heading for obsolescence on the advent of the television,
but now revitalized and with growing audiences. The book versus the e-reader
is only the latest of a series of examples, all rehearsing and proving the same
thesis: many technologies adapt and survive; they do not die.

Conversely, new technologies often mimic either the presentation or aspects
of old technologies. Car power is still measured in horsepower; oil in barrels;
cycle lamps in candlepower. The Save button on all laptops and PCs still consists
of a tiny picture of a floppy disk, years after the disappearance of that technology;
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and e-readers have been designed as far as possible to mimic the book, from
size and shape, through to functions such as page-turning. The recent revelation
that the shutter sound from a digital camera had nothing to do with taking a
picture but had been added to please users stunned many people, who were
convinced that the noise issued from a genuine source.20

Returning to our theme, the same can be seen in the domain of digital
records and archives. In the same way as the floppy disk icon, new emails are
indicated on the toolbar by a small envelope, a meaningless symbol in electronic
terms. And yet, the email can simply be viewed as a letter. Although in the
previous section of this chapter the authors have highlighted issues about what
is a record, it could be argued that this does not matter, and that arcane defi-
nitions aside, most people can easily cope with the concept of an email as a
digital ‘letter’. So is there really a problem here? Is it that the medium of the
record has changed, but not the concept? Though the medium of a digital
agreement might have changed, the concept of it as the record as a transaction
being preserved for future evidence has not.

Michael Axe, in a recent online article on JDSupra.com, described how
in October 2010, new court rules came into effect in England and Wales which
reinforced the importance courts are placing on electronic evidence. To quote Axe:

When the Civil Procedure Rules were first introduced in 1998, the relevance
of Electronically Stored Information (ESI) was not at the forefront of anyone’s
minds. But as the way in which businesses operate has fundamentally
changed over the course of the last decade, the Courts have had to develop
new rules to deal with the avalanche of new technology that has become
not only available, but commonplace.

And importantly, from the point of view of this chapter, he continues:

The Courts have confirmed that electronic ‘documents’ include not only the
obvious examples of word-processing documents, spreadsheets and emails,
but also SMS text messages, digital voicemails, instant messages, web-based
applications, peer-to-peer files, electronic calendars and webpages, as well as
‘deleted’ files and hidden metadata.21

Here, we see something truly interesting: not simply the absorption of the old
into the new, as exampled above, but the reverse, the absorption of the new
into the old.

In other aspects too, the paper world has seen and dealt with issues that, on
first sight, appear to have sprung from the digital, for example, the idea of
fluid-state records mentioned earlier. Some records have always been dynamic,
even in paper form. Indeed, it is often the same sets of records, for example,
datasets, records of shareholdings, medical records. The archivist and archive
has always had to deal with the record as a shifting entity. The paper file can
change: papers can be added, removed, scribbled on, redacted, torn, and so on.
This is nothing new.
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And here it is also important to mention the ‘archival turn’. Authenticity,
originality and provenance, and objectivity present problems whatever the
medium. In a postmodern and postcolonial academic world, it is now an
archival commonplace that archives and information are not objective and impar-
tial, but a contested ground of politics, privilege, power or powerlessness. From
what is kept, to how it is described, to who controls it, and who uses it for
what purpose, the claims of archives and archivists to impartiality are now
openly challenged.22

Digitization: implications

So are we simply looking at the same thing in a new medium? Certainly, with
digitized records, there is a direct translation: what was paper is now rendered
electronic. One result has been the opening up of large swathes of material for
worldwide access via the internet. This is all good, and professional and amateur
researchers alike have flocked to consult and download these newly accessible
sources.

But there is what might be termed a dark side to digitization. There are
challenging issues about what is digitized. The process of digitization privileges
particular types of records. In some cases, large collections of genealogical
sources have been digitized; in others, highly specialized and arcane academic
texts. As mentioned earlier, this has resulted in an eclectic mix of online material,
skewed in the main towards one or other of these extremes.

This situation begs the question of the fate of the invisible mass of undigitized
material. Will these collections become forgotten, languishing in record offices
unconsulted; or conversely, will they become the hunting ground of the profes-
sional academic historian? In time, will the researcher’s quest for new and original
material mean that digitized primary sources will pick up a secondary status:
not counting as a ‘real’ primary source, or viewed mainly as aimed towards
family historians? Conversely, will the paper become doubly precious: the preserve
of the ‘real’ historian?

Digitization also has other serious implications. What does it mean for non-
paper records such as seals, medals, artwork and artefacts, where digitization
results in the loss of the material and visual aspects of the item?23 And the
question of questions for researchers remains: what are digitized records? We
have discussed how the idea of the digital has challenged the concept of the record.
How much more so the digitized? Neither original paper nor born-digital, in many
ways the digitized document is the orphan of records.

Many of the questions about the nature and impact of digitization can be
explored through the example of The National Archives’ Home Guard project.
Home Guard records dating from 1940 to 1945 are the first in the series of
Second World War armed forces service records set to come to The National
Archives. The organization has struggled with the cost of storing and catalo-
guing large volumes of individual records in the past. Yet it has made the
decision to preserve this series due to its unique importance to family and other
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historians. However, the full series requires much more storage space than The
National Archives can possibly make available. The organization is therefore
undertaking a pilot to digitize a proportion of the Home Guard series to trial
new ways of making large record collections available to the public. The pilot
will test whether digital records created from the original paper files can
become the authentic public record and be kept available for future generations.
The pilot project will therefore allow The National Achives to test a new concept:
to retain volumes that would have been inconceivable in the paper world, the
result of which is that the digitized material replaces the ‘original’ paper as
the true record.

In other words, though discussion of these issues might at first glance seem
merely metaphysical and arcane, opportunities opened up by new technologies
mean that issues such as the nature of the record, authenticity and trust suddenly
become very real with huge practical consequences for archivists, historians, and
the material that might be made available now and in the future.

Search and research: glass half full?

One of the implications of this is that more material will be kept. As mentioned
earlier, selection is impracticable on a micro-scale in the digital world, and
projects such as that just described to take digital surrogates as the ‘original’
will increase by multiples the amount of records retained. And as archivists are
able to keep more, pressure to do just that will increase. There have already
been calls to ‘keep everything’.

So where does this leave search and research? It leaves it in a new focal
position. As more material is kept, effective search and discovery systems will
be central, the key to finding the needle in the haystack of digital material.

For the same reasons, the outcome of search – the presentation of search
results – is also increasing in importance, and the object of exciting and innovative
research. New types of presentation have been developed, such as geospatial
visualization, seen, for example, in the Vision of Britain project, a digital
collection of information from a number of sources such as census reports,
travel writing and maps, that aims to present history graphically and
cartographically.24 A very different sort of presentation – emulation – displays
digital files in the original format rather than via migration. Emulation tech-
nologies aim to offer ‘the full digital paratext – the native digital environment
and context – … enabling research not only into the content but also the tech-
nological medium itself’.25 They can be particularly meaningful in relation to
the digital records of individuals. Elsewhere, libraries and other institutions are
rapidly developing ways of making access to digital collections more accessible
via mobile devices,26 which present their own unique challenges.

Not just in terms of search and presentation but more fundamentally, there is
evidence that research questions, indeed the very nature of research, is changing
under the influence of the digital. For example, the rapid interrogation of large-
scale data is possible for the first time: the analysis of trends across large-scale
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data, rather than the deep drilling-down into the individual piece and item of
the paper world. For example, electronic versions of the records of more than
197,000 trials from 1674–1913 have been put online as part of the Old Bailey
Online project, and a recent article reports how ‘among other insights into the
history of crime and punishment, digital searches of Old Bailey court records
offer a glimpse of the rapid rise of plea bargaining and of a growing tendency
within the legal system to treat marriages as partnerships of love, not
convenience’.27 Professor Tim Hitchcock of the University of Hertfordshire,
one of the project leaders, described how ‘finding a revolution in legal practice
at that time came as a complete surprise’.28 Another of the project’s historians
showed via bigamy trials how Victorian-era women were becoming increasingly
independent.29

As well as clear evidence of use to show innovation in interrogation and appli-
cation, yielding new findings that would have been impossible in the analogue era,
innovative uses of digital resources have started to emerge in teaching. For
example, academics can now tailor student textbooks to course content, picking
and choosing content to create their own customized course books.30 One
author has even suggested that ‘it’s time to go much further: to actually ban
non-electronic books on campus. That would be a symbolic step toward a
much better way of teaching and learning, in which all materials are fully
integrated’, and ‘because it makes a bold statement about the importance of
moving education into the future’.31

… or glass half-empty?

However, as before, there is an alternative narrative here. The digital has meant
some losses. Where editors once spent decades producing scholarly editions of
texts, building up expertise and making intelligent connections between different
variants of place and personal names, now computers do this. And though new
semantic technologies are making gains in this area, they cannot yet reproduce
the experience, knowledge and expertise of a human.

There has also been a failure to join up resources, as has been mentioned
earlier. There are notable exceptions, and some institutions and projects have
been both pioneering and exemplary in their work at the forefront of these
efforts, for example, the Institute of Historical Research project, Connected His-
tories.32 However, there still exist too many projects with proprietary software
and customized search tools sitting in isolation, with no funding either for
sustainability or transfer.

And there is the consequence of the earlier assertion that digital information
is not being lost: if it is surviving, is there simply too much information? In a
debate in the English House of Lords in January 2012, Lord Black raised the
issue of digital overload, commenting that ‘although digital technology may
assist in making government more open, it has the paradoxical effect of making
a permanent archival record far more difficult to establish, because documents
disappear into digital landfill’.33
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Welcomed with open arms?

So have academics embraced the digital? Many have, but many have not. In all
fairness, there do exist genuine problems to resolve, for example, around online
publication. Here, issues such as peer review and the role of digital publications
in academic career development need real resolution.34 Even basic questions of
citation are problematic.35 Adam Crymble wrote recently about trying to cite
the Old Bailey Online project and his struggle with whom to credit. The project
team had decided not to include any names when citing the project to avoid
leaving people out and focusing credit in the hands of only some of the team
members. Though Crymble admired this noble approach, he disagreed with it,
believing that academics risked producing research outputs with no named
work for them to cite in support of their CV and career.36

There is also some evidence that research using digital resources is less valued
by some scholars. For an example, taking again the Old Bailey Online project,
one article describes how ‘Cohen and his colleagues know that many humanities
scholars hold digital humanists in as low esteem as Old Bailey prosecutors once
held women accused of bigamy’. In Professor Tim Hitchcock’s view, that is
certainly true of historians. He wrote: ‘In their world, data-crunching makes
rude noises with no apparent historical meaning.’37

Attitudes to the digital have also had an influence in changing attitudes to the
‘original’. There have been issues in the past around what has been called
‘the fetish of the original’, where researchers attach emotional iconic status to
the ‘real’ or unique document or artefact, a status that bears little relation to its
information value.38 Interestingly, that too now seems to be changing. Many
users at The National Archives now want – and expect – every item to come as
a digital download, and express irritation if they are told that they have to
come into the record office to look at the documents.39 Richard Ovenden has
described how users are bifurcating into two: those using archives as material
culture, and those using archives as data.40

Learning from the failures – and successes – of the past

With this powerful impact, has the enormous investment of public and private
funds into digitization been a good investment? To an extent, humanities scholars
are unusual in that their main means of discourse remains the monograph and
article, while their main research materials remain obstinately physical. This is a
big contrast with the world of computational sciences – astronomy, computer sci-
ence, mathematics, quantitative biology and statistics – whose entire means of
working and of scholarly discourse is now online.41

One serious problem facing historians who wish to move to a more digital
way of working and to exploit the possibilities of digital resources is that some
of the material which was digitized at public expense has been allowed to dis-
appear. Between 1998 and 2003, the New Opportunities Fund in the UK spent
£55 million on 155 digitization projects. It has been reported that of these,
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25 cannot now be found, while there have been no changes to another 83; a loss
rate of 16 per cent.42 Our own unpublished research indicates that there is
about a 10 per cent attrition rate from resources funded by AHRC. Clearly such
a loss of resource cannot represent good value.

More serious, however, is the sheer confusion and lack of direction about
what is available digitally. It is very hard to know what resources are available
online and how to find those which are relevant to one’s personal research. In some
cases the only thing to do seems to be to trawl through the lists of digitization
projects funded by the research councils and other bodies.

In 2005, the Arts and Humanities Research Council conducted a review of its
Resource Enhancement Scheme. The review was refreshingly honest and identified
many serious failings. It discovered that:

while resources supported by the scheme have been valued by individual
researchers and project teams, their use amongst the wider community is
less clear. It considered the scheme to be ineffective in identifying and
addressing gaps in resource provision and meeting the resource needs of the
arts and humanities research community. There was an insufficient evidence
of research into user needs, both at the application stage and during the
lifetime of awards. Although it is too soon to assess the wider impact of
projects, awareness and usage of some resources was found to be low. This
was coupled with weak promotion and dissemination to potential users. The
review also raised concerns about the sustainability of digital resources,
noting the absence of clear strategies for sustaining and updating resources
beyond the period of AHRC support. In light of the evaluation, the
Research Council has discontinued the scheme.43

While not being as self-critical as the Arts and Humanities Research Council,
other funding bodies have begun to take a hard look at the way in which they have
funded the creation of online digital resources. In 2008, the Mellon Foundation set
out the priorities for its Scholarly Communications Programme. In the past it
had supported the creation of online collections of primary resources in the
fields of classics, Near Eastern studies, medieval studies, musicology, archae-
ology, art and architectural history, and visual studies. Although Mellon
expected to fund modest additions to these collections, it announced that given
the depth and coherence of most digital collections, funding priority in the
Scholarly Communications Programme would shift from building the resources
to activities that demonstrated and enhanced their scholarly value and that
fostered the aggregation of collections and the development of shared technology
platforms in order to enhance sustainability.44

Similarly, in the UK, JISC recognized in 2009 that there now existed a critical
mass of digital information resources that could be used to support researchers,
learners, teachers and administrators in their work and study. It saw the crucial
need as being to help provide convenient access to resources for research and
learning through the use of resource discovery and resource management tools,
and the creation of better services and practices.45
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It is worth comparing progress in the academic world with that in the family
history community. The latter has a small number of very large websites, each
of which allows access to a range of family history resources. The sites also
provide guidance to users as well as software to facilitate research. The largest
player in the market and the oldest is Ancestry. This site’s real success is that it
has managed to engage with its users on a huge scale: in some senses it is closer
to a social networking site than to a pure family history one. Over the past four
years, its users have created over 30 million family trees containing over three
billion profiles of individuals; they have also uploaded photographs, scanned
documents and written stories.46

It is unlikely that the scholarly community and the funding bodies could have
ever created anything like Ancestry, and it is fair to say that Ancestry serves
hobbyists, rather than scholars. However, Ancestry and its fellow family
history sites have three huge strengths which academic digitization projects
currently lack: superb search tools to help their users; industrial scale digitization;
and a real focus on the needs of their customers.

Looking to the future – looking to the stars

There is evidence that academic sites are gradually learning these lessons. While
it seems unlikely that historians will develop the bold and overarching vision
for digitization which their colleagues in classics have done, there does seem to
be one ray of hope which comes from the development of what can best
be described as planetary systems of digitization. These digitization projects
have been developed around a single theme or closely connected themes, and
are beginning to develop a critical mass that will create the possibility of new
approaches to scholarship being developed, and allow new connections between
sources to be made. These sites offer centralized research tools which make it
possible to use a single search site to find scattered research resources. By a
mixture of accident and design a number of such systems are beginning to
emerge.

A good example has already been mentioned: the Connected Histories pro-
ject, a joint venture between the Universities of Hertfordshire and Sheffield,
hosted by the Institute of Historical Research. The website allows searches
across 15 major historical sources for early modern and nineteenth-century
British history, including records of the Old Bailey, British newspapers and
pamphlets, Parliamentary Papers and Convict Transportation Registers. Unusually,
it provides a search of both free and subscription-based content. The project’s
search facility adapts to each resource to allow searching across the full range
of chosen sources for names, places and dates, as well as keywords and phrases.
One very useful feature is that, as well as a facility to save and export search
results for further analysis, it also has a collaborative workspace which allows
users to document connections between sources.47

Anyone interested in intellectual activity in the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries – the Republic of Letters, the establishment of the Royal Society, and
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the Enlightenment – is equally well served with digital resources. At the heart of
these is the Oxford-based Electronic Enlightenment project, which has digitized
59,489 letters and documents, and is the most wide-ranging online collection of
edited correspondence of the early modern period, linking people across
Europe, the Americas and Asia from the early seventeenth to the mid-nineteenth
century.48 This huge resource has been the basis of the Stanford-based Mapping
the Republic of Letters project which seeks to develop tools to enable the data in
Electronic Enlightenment to be visualized, an innovative form of results presentation
mentioned earlier.49

The Republic of Letters was essentially about correspondence, which by its
nature links two places and thus makes it eminently suitable for mapping. The
Mapping project is linked to the Oxford-based Cultures of Knowledge project,
a suite of seven research projects, one of which ‘is working to produce an
online catalogue of 48,000 manuscript letters deposited in the Bodleian Library;
others are working to produce digital calendars and archives of the papers of
leading thinkers of the period. The project is international and is working with
scholars in Prague, Cracow, and Budapest.’50

Over in the Netherlands, a group of Dutch universities is building a corpus of
20,000 letters of scholars who lived in the Dutch United Provinces during the
seventeenth century. Their aim is to develop what they call a Collaboratory, a
complex of networked IT services and applications which researchers can use to
add, edit, transcribe and annotate letters, analyse the corpus and visualize the
results.51

Equally significant in English history is the circle centred round the study of
crime and poverty in eighteenth-century England. This started with the digitization
of the records of the Old Bailey, and was then joined by the London Lives
project, which makes available, in a fully digitized and searchable form, a wide
range of primary sources about eighteenth-century London, with a particular
focus on plebeian Londoners. This resource includes over 240,000 manuscript
and printed pages from eight London archives, and is supplemented by 15 datasets
created by other projects. It provides access to historical records containing over
3.35 million named instances. Facilities are provided to allow users to link
together records relating to the same individual, and to compile biographies of the
best documented individuals.52 Even more recent is Locating London’s Past,
which allows researchers to search through a wide range of digital resources
relating to early modern and eighteenth-century London and to plot the results on
a GIS (Geographic Information System) compliant version of John Rocque’s
1746 map of the city.53

Other galaxies seem to be in the process of formation. Anglo-Saxon history
has the benefit of having a relatively small evidence base, enthusiastic scholars
and generous funders, who have worked actively to produce editions – mostly
printed – of charters and stone sculpture. From quite an early date in internet
history, there have been attempts to publish key documents online. Sean Miller’s
Anglo-Saxons.net included some charters and texts of The Wanderer and The
Seafarer, while there are a number of modern translations of the Anglo-Saxon
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Chronicle. The Centre for Computing in the Humanities at King’s College
London has been involved in a number of projects concerning charters, and is
now working on developing a new web-based digital resource articulated
around the Anglo-Saxon charters as core material through which the data and
the corresponding metadata embodied in each of the component projects is
made available together in a thematic cluster.54

Finally, a major planetary system is being developed around the papers of the
Founding Fathers of the United States. The Virginia Foundation for the
Humanities has received funding to make 68,000 historical papers of John
Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas Jefferson, James Madison and George
Washington available online to supplement the more than 120,000 historical
documents which had been available in printed editions and which are now
being made available online by the University of Virginia Press.55 In addition,
Mellon has funded work on a scholarly resource to create a biographical glossary
combined with a group study (prosopography) of Americans born between 1713
and 1815.56 There are a number of other portal sites, including American History
Online which provides access to 362 collections.57

In the long term the development of improved search tools, industrial scale
digitization and planetary systems of digital scholarly resources have the
potential to transform the practice of history.

Conclusion: brave new world

So what can the historian in the digital age expect in the way of digital resour-
ces? The authors believe they face a mixed economy. To quote from a recent report
by the Research Information Network which looked at researchers and new tech-
nologies, ‘none of the participants in our study is yet ready to abandon print
and manuscript resources in favour of digital ones. Rather, they engage with a
range of resources and technologies, moving seamlessly between them. Such
behaviours are likely to persist for some time.’58 In other words, we return full
circle to Edgerton and his overlapping technologies. Researchers and historians
will continue to use a smorgasbord of sources, selecting what suits their needs.

Digital sources will certainly be guided by new definitions and standards.
Indeed, these are already appearing. For example, scholars grappling with new
definitions of what is a record have tackled the idea of fluidity in the newly
defined concept of ‘bounded variability’, where some change is permitted in line
with certain rules.59 There has also been a shift to seeing archives less as indi-
vidual objects and more as systems within a wider socio-economic and socio-
technical context. The hugely influential continuum theory of recordkeeping put
forward by Australian archivists in the mid-1990s is part of this movement.60 This
theory embraces fluidity, and does not feature fixed records as ‘end products’.
Exponents argue that ‘historical recordkeeping tasks, for example, create the
record anew or … recontextualize the document’.61 Records are ‘always in a
process of becoming’, definable ‘only in terms of their multiple and dynamic
documentary and contextual relationships, configured and reconfigured by their
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use in and through space and time’. Australian archivists Frank Upward, Sue
McKemmish and Barbara Reed argue that ‘this is a better way of thinking about
documents in a digital era than one that imagines that archival documents only
endure in fixed forms’.62 Other archivists too have explored how the digital
world, with its new ambiguous and multiple provenances, can be seen more
accurately to reflect new ideas of archives as socially constructed, changeable
and fluid.63

On a less conceptual level, new file formats and open source software are
enabling better and greater sharing. Here too, new standards are appearing. For
example, the Reference Model for an Open Archival Information System (OIAS)
adopted as an international standard in 2003; outputs from the Inter PARES
research projects; the 2000 Australian metadata schema; and the 2007 American
Electronic Records Management Software Applications Design Criteria Standard
DOD 5015.02 – STD.64 In January 2012, a new international standard on elec-
tronic document management was approved.65 Funded research projects aiming
to tackle digital archiving have started to report and share research results.66

As time passes, reassurance about persistence will grow. As in the paper
world, no one can give guaranteed assurance as to survival, but it is likely that
need, coupled with technology and money will provide solutions. The move
towards uniformity, through the dominance of Microsoft office, means that as
long as Word, Excel and PowerPoint can still be read, a huge proportion of the
world’s digital documents will remain readable.

It may be that these issues usher in a new era of partnership between archi-
vists and historians, as digital challenges bring both disciplines together in a
shared concern for the selection, presentation and use of these novel resources, and
it is hoped, a shared sense of a new need to work together to address them.67 With
the onset of the digital world, what has come to be seen almost as a separate
discipline, Digital History, has sprung up, building a wall between scholars
who are highly engaged with digital resources, and those who are less so. This
wall must come down. A recent report by the Research Information Network
notes that in all their case studies: ‘we found researchers working with new
tools and technologies, in increasingly collaborative environments, and both pro-
ducing and using information resources in diverse ways’.68 Initiatives like Harvard
University’s Academic Room, an online resource ‘to facilitate multidisciplinary
engagements among scholars and researchers around the world’, and a mission
‘to democratize access to scholarly resources, which are organized in over 10,000
academic sub-disciplines’ will continue the pressure to mainstream the digital.69

As for a coherent vision of joined-up resources, here too there are some green
shoots of new growth in this area. For example, at the end of January 2012, the
UK-based Collections Trust announced a new three-year initiative named Enumer-
ate, the primary aim of which ‘is to create a reliable baseline of statistical data
about digitization, digital preservation and online access to cultural heritage in
Europe’.70 Funded by the European Commission, it will ‘assess the extent to
which European Member States are digitising their cultural heritage and making
it available online … [and] provide strategic intelligence about digitisation to
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inform future policy and funding priorities across Europe’.71 Elsewhere,
Europeana is working to provide ‘a single access point to millions of books,
paintings, films, museum objects and archival records that have been digitised
throughout Europe’.72

As the authors have outlined, the best hope is to develop more of what we
have called these planetary systems – projects grouped around a theme, be it
content or geographic area. With the building of more planetary systems – to
stretch the metaphor – perhaps we will eventually spawn a digital galaxy.
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10 Conclusion
A changing field

Toni Weller

This book has suggested that the digital present, as much as the past, is a sig-
nificantly undiscovered country for most historians. The digital age will (and is)
affecting all who practise and study history professionally, but historians do not
necessarily need to learn new technologies or computer code; they do not need
to become computer scientists. As noted in the Introduction, much of the existing
literature about history in the digital age is directed towards self-proclaimed digital
historians and can be alienating to the historian who does not necessarily value
or wish to embrace digital resources. I, and the contributing authors to this book,
have argued that part of the ‘them and us’ problem thus far has been too much
emphasis on historians becoming something they are not, to the detriment of
the fundamental skills and expertise that is the craft of the historian. Conse-
quently, the traditional historian has tended to be overlooked as digital history has
become the buzz-word for avant-garde historical scholarship in the digital age.

Undoubtedly, history in the digital age faces many very real and significant
questions on the logistics and practicality of data migration, the cost to provide
and access digital resources, issues of control, dissemination and accuracy, to
name but a few. Whilst the historian should certainly be aware of such ques-
tions, and engage with them where possible, the primary focus of this book
deliberately has not been on digital practicalities for the historian. Instead, it
has centred itself around the premise that the digital age is creating a new set of
conceptual and methodological challenges, of which the traditional historian is
already a part, something which not all historians have hitherto acknowledged.
As Luke Tredinnick (2) points out, ‘the digital age is itself a situated moment in
the making of history’. Historians, as citizens of that situated moment, also
form part of the digital age and are contributing to changes in the way in which
we understand and engage with the past every day, through our everyday
actions. It is these issues with which the authors of this book engage. Although
each of the chapters in this volume can be read independently of one another,
there are some points of commonality which emerge across the whole collection
that should be considered collectively.



Historiography

In 1912, James Harvey Robinson wrote that

history is bound to alter its ideals and aims with the general progress of society
and of the social sciences, and that it should ultimately play an infinitely more
important role in our intellectual life than it has hitherto done.1

A century on, Robinson’s point is as relevant as ever. Social and political
interaction in the digital age is occurring in ways manifestly different to ever
before and yet so commonplace as to be almost unnoticed. There are some very
real and pertinent questions that need to be asked of historical study of the
future – and some would argue that we should have been asking these questions
a decade ago.2 As many of the chapters here note, source material will look
(does already look) very different to that which we have traditionally used in
research. Of course the printed word and image will survive – the digital age
certainly does not mean an end to all books – but there will be new types of
source material which will require a different way of thinking. How many
people, for example, are now writing diaries directly into word-processing
packages on computers and how will the historian be able to access them, if
they are even preserved at all? Are the important decisions of the day, and
indeed, social interaction generally, being recorded by written letter anymore or
instead is email and text message becoming more dominant? It is much easier for
a physical artefact to survive serendipitously than it is for a digital document on a
personal computer. As Mussell (4) argues, as such research tools ‘continue to
change, so too does the practice of history’. The ‘great and the good’ may
donate material to digital collections but what about Joe Public, the voice of the
everyman, or the person who becomes significant to the historian only after
their death? How will historians of the future, looking back at the period from
the 1990s onwards, understand and access such historical material? Will they
even be able to do so, or will much of it have been lost through casual use of
the delete key or passwords that die with their owners? One Cambridge College
library told me anecdotally that in trying to put together an exhibition of first
drafts from its famous literary alumni, it was presented with the problem that
the majority of contemporary alumni no longer write with pen and paper but
instead write directly onto a word-processing package with a keyboard. Thus,
‘first drafts’ were often reworked many times without any tangible offering that
could be sent to include within an exhibition.3 Whilst ‘eureka’ moments might
still be scribbled anywhere that can be found – John Lennon’s original manuscript
lyrics to A Hard Day’s Night were scribbled in ballpoint pen on the back of an old
birthday card4 – annotated hard copy drafts of novels, poems, plays are
increasingly rare in comparison to just a few decades ago. I, for example, have used
the audio record function on my mobile phone to capture ideas that have come as I
have been walking down the street and not had a pen to hand (and certainly I am
not the only one to do so), but such recordings have a short life span. Of course
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one could argue that it is serendipitous that as much paper ephemera has survived
as it has done over the centuries, but the sheer mass of digital information means
it is much harder to predict what should be kept or what might be useful, and
more time consuming to sift through what does remain. The historical record
of the late twentieth and twenty-first century will be very different to the one with
which historians are used to working and we need to consider the conceptual
and methodological implications of this now in our work and teaching.

One could argue that living in the digital age, everyday actions of emailing,
taking digital photographs, sending a text message, using the internet and so
forth, have become so routine as to be taken for granted. Jim Mussell (4) makes
the forceful but often overlooked point that digital technologies such as these
‘are not just tools, but legitimate objects of historical enquiry in themselves’.
Indeed, precisely because these actions are so ubiquitous in the digital age, it
perhaps seems unnecessary to apply historical method about what we are doing.
In other words, digital research methods appear so commonplace as to not war-
rant the same consideration as one would give to traditional research practices.
This is especially pertinent in the case of students of history who do not have
the rigorous professional methodology so deeply entrenched as more experienced
practitioners, a point echoed by Riley’s (8) analysis. It is our job as professional
scholars to ensure that we educate the historians of tomorrow about informa-
tion provenance in digital culture as much as we do about more traditional
methodologies.

Education

Educating the historians of tomorrow is only part of the issue though. Professional
historians themselves need to be open to the conceptual challenges and issues
that the digital age is raising. As both Jim Mussell (4) and Crone and Halsey (5)
argue, it is the responsibility of the user of any digital resource to educate
themselves about what has gone on in its creation; in other words, as a historian,
one would not passively engage with printed sources so the same should apply
when using any kind of digital resource. If you use a digital database you
should ensure you know the criteria for inclusion, what has been excluded, and
exactly what you are searching. Should, as some already do, all digital collections
come with disclaimers that note criteria for inclusion and exclusion? Since behind-
the-scenes manipulation, filtering and editing is less visible than in traditional print
sources we need to make sure we are more conscious of it when using the
results from such resources in our own research.

This is an essential part of the process of contextualizing and interpretation.
The historian who uses a digitized newspapers database, for example, should
have a sense of which papers have been included, why they were selected, and
what geographical and chronological period they might cover. In a hard copy
search this process would be a fundamental part of research but in a digitized
collection this ‘behind-the-scenes’ detail can have a tendency to be overlooked.
These issues are not ones that require the historian to become fluent in
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computer code; they are essential and underlying tools of historical methodology
but conceptualized in a different way. The students who use digital resources to
access information for an assignment must be taught to apply the same rigorous
historical methodology as they would be taught for a hard copy literature review.
The two are not mutually exclusive; indeed, most professional historians would
never consider abandoning the printed word, which for most is sacrosanct, but
it has also become normalized to expect to do some kind of online research or
email correspondence as part of any research process. Indeed, as Mark Sandle
(7) notes, there are certain advantages to students being ‘exposed at a far earlier
stage of their intellectual development to sources and documents that they
would never have been able to read and analyse twenty or thirty years ago’.

Most university students now have certain expectations that they should have
access to a free university email account, that lectures and resources should be
available online and that scholarly journal articles should be available to download
in full via the library catalogue. Mark Sandle (7) and William J. Turkel, Kevin Kee
and Spencer Roberts (3) demonstrate the mixed reactions of students when
being presented with new methodologies or approaches which they do not deem to
be traditional history. As discussed in the Introduction, digital information
provenance is not routinely taught as part of historiography. Students tend to
be over-exposed to the impact of new technologies without engaging in the
conceptual implications this has for the discipline of history in the digital age.
Likewise, if academics do not engage in these debates themselves, or even value
them as necessary ones to have, then such issues will continue to be absent from
university teaching – although perhaps this is changing as a new generation of
digital-born teaching assistants and early career academics begin to filter into
the system, as Charlotte Lydia Riley (8) argues. What is particularly significant
about Riley’s chapter is how it demonstrates the subtle but significant impact of
scholarly experience in the way in which historians consider and use digital material.
Professional academics are more likely to recognize the inherent quality of a
resource than an undergraduate student, despite the students being more directly
immersed in digital culture in their everyday lives, or indeed, digital-born them-
selves. This highlights not only the importance of including digital information
provenance and the application of fundamental historical skills to the digital
age within history courses, but also that it is too simplistic to make the claim
that the ‘us-and-them’ culture is a generational issue. Being digital-born does not
guarantee a rigorous consideration of digital sources, just as not all established
scholars are digital Luddites. In some ways one could argue that we are looking
at digital youth vs. analogue experience, and there needs to be a discourse
between both in order to progress the conversation amongst historians.

The student responses in Turkel et al.’s (3) chapter focused on the practicalities,
the usefulness of digital technologies in their research and study, but there were
few comments that engaged with how such interaction had made them consider
history and the historical record in a fundamentally different way. We must be
careful though; in introducing such concepts to history students we must ensure
that course assignments and discussion do not veer into anachronism or
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superficiality. Just because a digital source is there does not mean it is the only
source or even the best source. Engaging our students, and each other, in a
more meaningful dialogue about the conceptual and profound impact of history
in the digital age seems a more powerful and consequential approach than
simple exposure to new technologies.

Methodology

While the traditional skills and methods of the historian will continue to
remain as potent as ever, there has already been much evidence to show how
the digital age is introducing new types of research question and process. This
does not mean teaching historians how to write computer code or how to create
a database, although some may become proficient in both of these areas. Rather
more powerfully, I believe, it means opening our minds to thinking about the past
and the historical record in totally different ways. As Crone and Halsey (5) put it,
this should be the ‘raison d’être of digitization, because what we lose from
digitizing the original source we gain in terms of new methods of analysis’.

All of the chapters pick up on the idea that large digital collections allow one
to stand back and perceive trends in ways that traditional archival research does
not make possible. Databases have the advantage that they can deal with large
volumes of information and can highlight patterns across bodies of material that
may not be otherwise visible. Such collections require the skill of the historian
in both their creation and their use. The Reading Experience Database (RED)
discussed in Chapter 5 is an example of how seemingly insignificant details of
an individual or group in the act of reading could be collected together to show
patterns in behaviour across gender, class and time. One wonders whether a
collection of evidence to demonstrate reading experiences will be possible in a
digital age where such anecdotal examples are likely to have been in long deleted
emails, texts or blogs. Of course, digital collections and digitized documents also
come laden with inherent difficulties – most significantly the removal of context
and an invisible process of selection and editing. It is down to the traditional
skills of historical research, interpretation, questioning and contextualizing to
balance such problems, and for the historian to consciously make the effort to
treat digital sources with the same respect and consideration they would any
other research material.

As noted by Thomas and Johnson (9), many digital collections thus far have been
simply digital reproductions of an already existing set of source material – done
more for issues of access and preservation than for conceptual challenge. What
should be more conceptually exciting to the historian in the digital age is how
material might be digitized for other reasons, in order to be able to explore it
from a different perspective, alongside other traditional sources and perhaps to
shed new light on established theories or sources. This is not an uncommon
idea in history; there have long been watershed moments when contemporary
events cause historians to reconsider the past in a new light. The ‘information
turn’ in history is one recent example of this where scholars have engaged with

Conclusion: a changing field 199



a new historiography of information.5 This seems to be more acceptable to
traditional historians than anything tagged with ‘digital’, and one wonders how
much of that is down to an inherent disdain and distrust within the historical
establishment of anything deemed to place the computer before the book.

The increasing emphasis of the visual in the contemporary record is also
shifting traditional historical methodologies, although Mark Sandle (7) notes
the fact that this visual shift is currently more of a corrective than an erosion of
the predominance of text. In terms of methodology though this is significant
since the internet is a much more visual experience than reading a piece of
prose – even the way in which our eyes ‘read’ a computer screen uses different
parts of the brain to when we read a printed text.6 Brian Maidment (6) recog-
nizes that there is a delicate balance between the glut of historical images now
available on the web which do not, in most cases, represent comprehensiveness
or representativeness, while the same superfluity of images, more than any
scholar can view or explain in their lifetime, is ‘both exhilarating and daunting’.

The chapters by David J. Bodenhamer (1), Turkel et al. (3), Mussell (4), Rosa-
lind Crone and Katie Halsey (5) and David Thomas and Valerie Johnson (9) all
touch upon the idea of history that is concerned with notions of geographic
space. As Bodenhamer (1) demonstrates, the spatial humanities as a field has its
own literature, but the field has tended to be ignored by traditional historians
because of its associations with geographic information technologies. I would
argue here that to overlook spatial history because of this is to miss the poten-
tial it offers in new ways of understanding the past. Maps and migration
records have long been used within historical research, but what is new is the
ways in which digitized material is facilitating new types of research questions
and new conceptual challenges. People, sources and evidence, in other words
the historical record, move around over time. As Mussell (4) notes, historical
relationships can be ‘visualized over time and space’. However, spatial history is
not without its own difficulties. As Crone and Halsey (5) demonstrate, in their
experience of the RED, geographical comparisons could be difficult to make since
names of countries change over time, as do geographical borders. The spatial
turn, as discussed by David J. Bodenhamer (1), has asked ‘new questions about
human experience and gained new perspectives’. Digital technologies are
allowing new methodological questions and processes to emerge, but history and
historians in the digital age should not focus upon technology to the detriment of
traditional historical skills. As Bodenhamer (1) points out, technology can ‘tell
us nothing about the meaning of what we see’.

Interpretation

Technology is changing the field of history but in more complex and interesting
ways than through just the digitization of sources and documents. As I argued
in the Introduction, the medium changes not only the message but, for the his-
torian, it can also change the interpretation. While this is an idea long recog-
nized implicitly – historians teach and practise the importance of different
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forms of original source material as par de course – it has, to a large extent,
been overlooked with the onset of digital technologies. Such databases are
either esteemed as a new way of preserving the original document from
destruction, or they are derided as a less valuable form of historical source than
hard copy. What has been less discussed is how the act of changing the format
of a source from original hard copy to a digital version also changes the original
experience and thus the interpretive process of the historian. We lose the phy-
sicality and tangibility of the original newspaper artefact that was smudged
from so many fingers turning the pages, or the steps which are worn from
thousands of feet walking on them. When data is upgraded from a VHS cassette
to a DVD or to an MP3 file, the information content is kept, but the original
experience is changed. The intimacy of the original experience is lost.

This original experience can also be filtered through reproduction or replacement.
Brian Maidment (6) and Rosalind Crone and Katie Halsey (5) observe that by
including a digitized source in a database you are automatically including an
additional layer of ‘reproduction’, as Maidment terms it, between the viewer and
the original item. The historical context as well as the interpretation requires
more filtering. Luke Tredinnick (2) notes that many tourists now view the
Mona Lisa, one of the most famous paintings in the world, not through considered
personal observation but through a camera lens or a mobile phone picture
amongst a busy horde of sightseers. As Tredinnick argues, the digital age is
gradually changing the relationship between the record and history. Indeed, not
only does the medium change the message, or interpretation, but the medium
itself is reflective of the present. It is ‘historically contingent’.7

In history we strive to gain the most accurate picture of the original experience
as possible and historians have long taught their students that context is
everything. Arguably, some historians are taking for granted some of these
changes in source material – or not taking them seriously – without continuing
to apply traditional historical methodologies to digital material. In addition,
both because established scholars are not teaching it, and also because it is so
commonplace, a new generation of historical scholars are growing up without
considering the difference the medium can make to the interpretation. Indeed,
as Crone and Halsey (5) note, in some digital collections, ‘the way in which the
material is presented discourages examination of the physical form of the
source’ – would, they ask, interpretation be different if the original material
was consulted as well in its full context? Jim Mussell (4) argues that ‘digital
tools and techniques make apparent the changing condition of historical evi-
dence’ which is often assumed to be static. As he shows, ‘an engagement with
the object in the present … necessarily changes what it means’. This point is
also picked up by Mark Sandle (7); the form matters and the process of research
is constantly changing, but we must not forget the bigger picture that all traces
of the historical record are subject to incompleteness and impartiality. This is
true of the written word, digitized or otherwise, but, as Brian Maidment
(6) points out, it is also true of the visual image which is often reproduced out
of context or with limited information regarding its provenance. University
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lecturers can be as guilty of this as students. We are all familiar with ‘snapshot’
images copied and pasted into PowerPoint slides to demonstrate a point. Aca-
demics often do this understanding the limitations of the images they use but
students do not always consider these points unless they are explicitly discussed.
Context is vital, and whatever arguments may be made about the democrati-
zation of history in the digital age, it is here that the role of the professional
historian really comes to the fore.

Public history

During the nineteenth century, Thomas Carlyle suggested that ‘in a certain
sense all men are historians’.8 The digital age has often been championed as a
great democratizer of information and access and, while that may be true, it is
rather more complex than that when we come to the historical record and the
public sphere. As Luke Tredinnick (2) argues, new forms of technology ‘have
shifted the site of history’s making, and have transformed the public from
spectators of distant actions to participants in historical dramas’ and in so
doing have ‘altered the nature of history’. Popular engagement with history
through wikis, blogs, Twitter, television programmes and suchlike have created
new interactions between scholarly history and history in mass culture. This
has profound implications for the study of shared experience, collective historical
consciousness and public memory. Events of today are commented on, observed,
documented, shared and recorded in multifarious and almost instantaneous ways
that potentially offer a wealth of information to the historian. The extreme end
of this is ‘lifelogging’ where individuals track the minute detail of their everyday
lives, down to the routine behaviours of eating and sleeping.9 The question
remains though: how much of this potential source material will actually be
recoverable, accessible and meaningful in years to come?

One must not forget that despite the vast amount of resources available
online there remains a huge amount of material that is still undigitized, a point
raised by nearly all of the contributing chapters. Thomas and Johnson
(9) ponder whether this ‘silent mass’ of paper sitting in archives will ultimately
regain status as the preserve of the ‘real’ historian while the interested amateur
uses only digital materials. Arguably many traditional historians already feel
this way, although professional historians will not be able to ignore digital
material since so much of the historical record of the future will be only in a
digital format. What seems more likely is that there will be a maturity in the
relationship between public audiences and professional historians in the digital
age. Recent examples from the mainstream press show how entrenched history
and the digital age are to the mainstream public, and how concepts of the past,
present and historical record are often blurred. An article in the UK’s Sunday
Times Magazine featured a piece suggesting that a man who kept a diary of his
time in a Nazi prison camp essentially ‘tweeted’ his experience since each entry
was short and never exceeded the 140 characters used on Twitter.10 The soldier’s
grandson republished the diary in individual instalments on Twitter,11
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providing a new perspective on the notion that ‘the past is never dead; it’s not
even past’.12 Seeing the diary brought to life through very contemporary Tweets
was unexpectedly reflective and moving. Undoubtedly though, the remaking of
the past in such a dynamic way raises a myriad of issues and debates about our
own relationship with the historical record in the digital age.

There are, therefore, different ways for the public and the professional historian
to engage with one another. Crowdsourcing (a popular, in the true sense of the
word, form of outsourcing) is not unique to the digital age. In eighteenth-century
England, for example, Parliament offered a prize of £20,000 (a phenomenal sum
by the day’s standards) to anyone who could solve the problem of how to cal-
culate longitude at sea. The challenge was taken up and solved by the Yorkshire
carpenter and clock maker John Harrison. This kind of crowdsourcing has
witnessed a resurgence in the digital age. Some academics are turning to the
public to help deal with the immense task of research, particularly so in a time of
reduced research funding. There are numerous large-scale projects underway which
are reliant on voluntary public assistance, albeit mostly for time-consuming
but often tedious tasks such as transcribing and cataloguing. One such project
is, Old Weather, which asks the public to transcribe Royal Navy logbooks from
the nineteenth century. These are ultimately stored in an international archive
in Colorado which feeds computer programs that help scientists predict weather
patterns in the global climate. Over 500,000 pages had been transcribed by the
end of 2011.13 As Crone and Halsey (5) demonstrate, the Reading Experience
Database was another such project where crowdsourcing was essential to the
collection of data. As they note though, such techniques can also contribute to a
variety of bias and unrepresentative samples within the end collection. All
sources, digital or otherwise, have limits. As long as digital collections are
considered as rigorously as traditional sources in historical research this in itself
is not necessarily a problem. Unlike less scholarly public collections such as
Wikipedia, both RED and Old Weather use an editorial overview to all sub-
missions in order to weed out potential duplications or errors.

One danger of public history therefore, is that those who do not have any
background in the discipline of history may approach digital collections rather
differently and arguably with a false sense of confidence about their complete-
ness or impartiality. As Crone and Halsey (5) note, while the skills of the his-
torian – evaluation and interpretation – are crucial to understanding material of
any kind found online, they are ‘generally underdeployed in a culture that
values fast information in the same way it values fast food’. Everyone feels they
can have a valid opinion on history even if they have no experience in the dis-
cipline; the same could not be said of experimental physics. Brian Maidment
(6) uses an example of a project at Cardiff University which sent copies of
illustrations to non-academic respondents asking them to describe the detail
of the image. As Maidment argues, ‘the discrepancies in their responses bring
home the instability of “information” offered to the historian by visual sources’,
but his point might also be applied to public involvement in history more
generally.
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Historians, then, surely have a role to play in public history in the digital age
to ensure there is balanced opinion and interpretation. There is a role for the
historian to be more active and advisory in policy issues.14 Ultimately ‘being’ a
historian or ‘doing’ history involves much more than simply collecting facts; the
professional historian adds context and a discourse of understanding about how
one source might relate to another and to existing narratives. There is a call for
historians to become more, not less, involved in the digital age, to ensure that
proper historical methodology and rigour continue to be applied.

A final thought

None of the chapters in this collection suggest that historians must go digital or
die. Nor do they suggest that traditional historical methods will end or the
printed word will disappear from the historical record. Digital History, as a field
of enquiry, is an essential part of historical discourse in the twenty-first century
but it is not for every historian, nor should it be for every historian. The prin-
ted copy, the traditional archive and analogue research remain key constitute
parts for most historians, and for many will remain precious and esteemed over
digital copies. However, there is a need for traditional historians and students
of history to seriously consider some of the conceptual and methodological
challenges facing the field of historical enquiry.

The remit for this book was ambitious; to attempt an introduction to some
of the more fundamental and conceptual issues facing the historical field in the
digital age, aimed at traditional historians rather than digital specialists, and
written without a technological emphasis. A collection of this nature cannot
possibly be entirely comprehensive nor cover every subject in depth, but it is
hoped that the chapters here will offer some pause for thought and an intro-
duction to the bigger discourses going on elsewhere.

Whether or not you welcome it, the digital age is having an impact on the
way in which we engage with the past. The creation of new technologies should
not obscure the multifaceted challenges they raise for the historical record and
the role of the historian. These challenges are more profound than an emphasis
on learning to use a new database or understand computer code, neither of
which are the main remit of the traditional historian. Conceptual change hap-
pens gradually within academia, but that does not mean that we should be
blind to it because we do not believe it affects us or our scholarship. As the ancient
Greek philosopher Heraclitus believed, ‘nothing endures but change’. As historians
living and working in the digital age we would be wise to heed such wisdom.
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