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Introduction

• The Digitization of History Project

• What is a text? How do historians use it?

• In the digital archive: three case studies

• Omissions and the archive of the future

• Catalogues and content
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The Digitization of 
History Project

• Created in May, 2007 at CHE

• Bring together disparate communities: 
historians, archivists, computer scientists

• Engage historians in dialogue about effects 
of digitization on historical methodology

• Seek to influence digitization projects to 
ensure results usable for historical research
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World history 
perspective

• Recent focus on ‘Atlantic 
history’, transnational 
histories, world history.

• World historians used 
to interdisciplinary 
collaboration (Indian/
Atlantic ocean ‘worlds’)

• Using postcolonial 
archives provides unique 
insight into biases/
silences in collections.
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What is a text? 
(no Derrida, we promise!)

• Palimpsest of text, 
context and readers

• Faith in fakes: original vs. 
perfect replica

• Marginalia rehabilitated 
in the digital age?

• Strong desire to exploit 
scarce sources
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Archive stories

• Integrity of the collection: provenance 

• Book (or vellum/laundry list...) more than 
just a container to be discarded when 
information has been extracted

• Silences and fragments in the archives

• Cataloging and the limits of archival sources
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Historians and IT
 (not all Luddites!)

• Large scholarly online communities: H-Net

• Extensive use of online catalogues/sources

• Social and economic history relies on GIS 
and quantitative methods (but often 
isolated from ‘traditional’ history) 

• Bibliographic software and databases

• Understand fragility of archives
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In the digital archive...

• Roles of historians as producers and 
consumers of a spectrum of digital archives

• Google Book Search

• The National Archives

• The Robert Hart archive at Queen’s 
University Belfast
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Case studies
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Google Book Search

• Private corporation

• Vast scanning project 
with iterative OCR and 
full-text search

• Limited collection and 
catalogue information

• “Not for academics”
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The National Archives

• Government agency: 
crown copyright

• Preservation and public 
access mandate

• Public/private 
partnerships for 
content: companies scan 
and distribute material

• Wiki model as bridge
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Sir Robert Hart Collection

• University archive

• Research grant 
sponsored digitization, 
transcription, cross-
referencing by a 
historian

• Potential of digital 
scholarly editions to 
widen access, allow new 
kinds of analysis
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Omissions and the 
archive of the future

• No market for historian-centric digitization

• Weak incentives for sustainable academic 
involvement in digitization projects

• Born-digital records present new problems

• OCR technologies currently very weak

• Digital gold rush effect: just one chance...
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Catalogues and content

• Reassessment of archive: reintroducing 
marginalia, intimacy with text

• From scarcity value to a common source 
foundation: leads to new kind of history

• Rediscovering the catalogue: more than 
‘markup’ or ‘metadata’

• The business case for ‘academic’ archives


