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Technology and historical knowledge production

Processing

Analysis

Dissemination

Gathering

1880 1900 1920 1940 1960 1980 2000 2020

Certificates issued under MDD before MDR fully 
applies valid for up to 4 years

Transcribing, excerpting, note taking sources in physical archive > acquiring photos > photostats > microfilm > retro-
digitisation + born-digital data

Discovery

Manual organising, listing, ordering, tabulating > mechanical aids > computers.

Manual interpretative > computer-aided methodological approaches: quantitative and qualitative practices of text, 
mapping, network and image analysis, etc.

Print publication > cd-roms> project websites, blogs, social media, visualizations and 3D reconstructions
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Digitisation in historical perspective 

Gustav Winter, Das neue Gebäude des k. und k. Haus-, Hof- 
und Staatsarchivs zu Wien (Wien: Carl Gerold's Soh, 1906).
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Abundance in historical perspective 
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Outline

▪ Technology and historical knowledge production. 

▪ A critical turn in digital history. 

▪ The politics of (digital) cultural heritage. 

▪ The state of digitisation. 

▪ Political dimensions of online archival and 
curatorial work. 

▪ Concluding remarks.
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Top: Staatsarchiv Wolfenbüttel. Source. 
Left: Internet Archive book scanner. Source.

https://nara.getarchive.net/media/photograph-of-stack-area-of-archives-in-germany-276783
https://nl.m.wikibooks.org/wiki/Bestand:Internet_Archive_book_scanner_1.jpg
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Critical turn in digital history & humanities

The critical turn in digital history: from 
technological determinism to methodological 
and epistemological reflection: 

▪ Tool criticism 
▪ Data criticism 
▪ Algorithmic criticism 
▪ Code criticism 
▪ Interface criticism 
▪ Digital source criticism
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Critical turn in digital history & humanities

“We use “digital hermeneutics” as a 
concept that enables historians to critically 
reflect on the various interventions of digital 
research infrastructures, tools, databases, 
and dissemination platforms in the process 
of thinking, doing and narrating history.” 

Andreas Fickers, Juliane Tatarinov, and Tim van der Heijden, ‘Digital history and 
hermeneutics – between theory and practice: An introduction’ in: Andreas Fickers and Juliane 

Tatarinov eds., Digital History and Hermeneutics: Between Theory and Practice (Berlin: De 
Gruyter Oldenbourg, 2021) 1-23, 6-7.
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Critical turn in digital history & humanities
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Critical turn in digital history & humanities

■ Which history is consumed online? 
■ How is history consumed online? 
■ How is history co-created online? 
■ How is history censored online?
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■ What counts as heritage has always been 
political and contested. 

■ Archives are not neutral but actors, and 
potential gatekeepers, in the production of 
historical knowledge. 

■ Silences in traditional archives and the 
digital age 

■ Digitisation ≠ neutral but a selection of a 
selection. 

■ What kind of histories can (and cannot) be 
told with digital resources, and by whom?

The politics of (digital) cultural heritage 
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The politics of (digital) cultural heritage

Digital approaches to historical data 
absences: 
■ Network analysis 
■ Visualization tools 
■ Digitization and databasing of historical 

sources 
■ Topic modelling 
■ Textmining 
■ Bibliometrics
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The politics of (digital) cultural heritage

■ Digitisation: transcending the nation? 
■ The nation still looms large in the 

background.  
■ The construction of the (supra-)nation 

increasingly takes place online and 
so does the struggle for the past.  

■ How does this play out globally: Global 
North & South and beyond. 

■ What does this mean for the heritage of 
minorities and indigenous peoples.
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The state of digitisation: globally
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The State of Digitisation: Globally
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Source: Economist Impact.

https://impact.economist.com/perspectives/technology-innovation/new-eiu-report-compares-countries-digital-capabilities-cultural-institutions
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The State of Digitisation: Europe

Source: Gerhard Jan Nauta, Wietske van den Heuvel and Stephanie Teunisse, Europeana 
DSI 2– Access to Digital Resources of European Heritage (DEN Foundation: The 
Hague, 31.08.2017). See: https://pro.europeana.eu/page/enumerate. 
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■ Numeric and eNumerate surveys 
conducted 2007 - 2017 

■ Note: much of our cultural record 
remains offline. 

■ Note: a lack of online cataloguing 
(only 58% of the heritage collections 
has been catalogued in a collection 
database). 

■ Access to cultural heritage in the digital 
age: not just about digitisation but 
starts with cataloguing and access to 
descriptive metadata.

https://pro.europeana.eu/page/enumerate
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Political dimensions of online archival and 
curatorial work

Analog dimensions [Brown & Brown 1998] Digital equivalents

Collections are allocated to different depositories, 
libraries, or archives in the name of efficiency in avoiding 
redundancy = allocation of control.

Which institutions digitise and control 
digital collections?

Collection development refers to decisions concerning 
what is and what is not collected, what is merely stored but 
not catalogued (and hence made intellectually accessible), 
and what is thrown.

What is digitised and why? What is 
metadated and/or OCR/HTR’ed?

Cataloging and classification refer to the organizational 
and intellectual description of what is held. Whose schema 
will be used?

How is it classified and how is it 
metadated?

Circulation and access refers to decisions about who gets 
to see what, and this is shaped in part by the classification 
system or categorical order. 

How is access provided and mediated?

Richard Brown and Beth Davis-Brown, “The Making of Memory: The Politics of Archives, Libraries and Museums in the 
Construction of National Consciousness”, History of the Human Sciences 11, no. 4 (1998): 17–32.
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Political Dimensions: Allocation

Which institutions digitise and control digital collections?
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Political Dimensions: Selection

What is digitised and why? What is metadated and/or OCR/HTR’ed?
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Political Dimensions: Classification

How is it classified and how is it metadated?

https://www.kahurumanu.co.nz/ 
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https://www.kahurumanu.co.nz/
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Political Dimensions: Access

How is access provided and mediated?
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Political Dimensions: Access
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Political Dimensions: Access
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Concluding remarks

Some considerations for digital archives: 
■ Engage a broad range of stakeholders in development: 

heritage professionals: archivists, librarians, 
information specialists, historians/humanists, publics. 

■ Address biases through co-design of interfaces, co-
development of classifications & metadata, 
crowdsourcing, selection for digitisation. 

■ Transparancy: include information on funding, selection 
criteria, metadata, access, interface and search 
options, links to relevant “offline” sources. 

■ Education: promoting digital literacy. 

■ Rethink and reevaluate purposes and uses of digitisation, 
and the value of the non-digital in digital humanities 
practices> think complementary not either/or.
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Thank you for your attention!
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M: gerben.zaagsma@uni.lu 

W: gerbenzaagsma.org 

Top: https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/10.1086/731827.  
Right: https://doi.org/10.1093/llc/fqac050. 
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