
3/11/20

1

“Histoire et humanités numériques: 
Une histoire contestée, un présent fragmenté et un 

avenir à construire”

Chad Gaffield, PhD MSRC

Professeur d’histoire
Chaire de recherche universitaire en
recherche numérique

gaffield@uottawa.ca

chadgaffield@gmail.com
@ChadGaffield

Technology-driven age?

https://img.mydailymagazine.com/articles/5rkYmzOcn9vu1hHgDqA3Jh/2c7fyygnyllfzxtx.jpg

mailto:gaffield@uottawa.ca


3/11/20

2

Technology-driven age?

Rather, deep conceptual changes are 
being enabled, accelerated and 
influenced in iterative ways by digital 
technologies.

The past and present of computers in 
History is not primarily about historians 
and technology.

Rather, preliminary research suggests 
that the use of computers in History 
reflects the changing meaning 
in the discipline of:

1. Numbers  - “quantitative”
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1950s-1980s (Histoire 1.0)

1980s-1990s (Histoire 2.0)

2000s-présent (Histoire 3.0)
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http://quartierlibre.ca/50-ans-de-recherches-demographiques/

Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie (1968):

“L'historien de demain sera 
programmeur ou ne sera plus ”

Le Roy Ladurie, Le territoire de l'historien, p. 14 

“Like the fountain pen and the typewriter 
before it, the computer is now accepted as 
a tool that can make a historian's life more 
pleasant and more productive.” 

Sheldon Hackney, "Power To the Computers: A Revolution in History?" American 

Federation of Information Processing Societies Spring Joint Computer Conference 

Proceedings, 36 (1970), 275-79. 
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Computers and the Humanities, Vol. 7, No. 2, Annual Survey of 
Recent Developments, Part II (Nov., 1972), pp. 67-79

“It should be noted at the outset 
that it is impossible for any person 
to any longer keep track of, let alone 
digest, all of the computer-assisted 
research in all fields of history. At 
best we can note high points and 
report trend.” 

“In the 1960s, historians self-consciously 
experimented and learned about the 
utility of computers for their own 
research. That period now seems past. 
Computer-assisted historical research 
appears to have hit its stride, become 
more ’normal’ and much less self-
conscious.” 
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“Quantitative research in history remains 
controversial. There are still occasional 
emotional reactions against playing with 
computers at all, or a grumpy comment that 
the resources expended have not produced 
commensurate concrete results. More 
pointedly, a number of historians are 
apprehensive that relying on quantitative 
analysis and computer technology will cause a 
fundamental change in the nature of history 
itself.” 

Robert Zemsky called in 1969 for historians to “invent 
a methodology – including computer programs – of 
our own, a methodology designed to cope with the 
peculiar kinds of evidence with which we deal.” 

Robert Swierenga defined this need in 1970 as “the 
vital task of the next generation….Borrowing from 
other disciplines is not the solution” (since historians 
deal with different kinds of evidence that call for 
different statistics and computer programs) 

Robert Zemsky: "Just how did our evidence come into being?" Computers and the 
Humanities (1969); 
Robert Swierenga, "Clio and Computers: A Survey of Computerized Research in 
History," Computersand the Humanities 5 (Sept. 1970): 1-21.
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“The book may have a longer life than it deserves 
because of the awesome financial and institutional 
apparatus that stands behind it. Time on the Cross 
is a product of factory scholarship and we know 
what happens to artisans who compete with 
factories. The production line for Time on the Cross 
was subsidized by government grant money and 
manned by dozens of graduate research assistants 
who are now fiercely loyal to their company and its 
products.”

HISTOIRE SOCIALE - SOCIAL HISTORY 1974 

“…to raise methodological questions, to 
criticize sources and to provide evidence 
to support our contention that the 
manuscript census has some very serious 
limitations for the study of literacy…” “…the book's greatest deficiency is that it 

is not at all about the people of Hamilton. 
It is about what quantitative data can say 
about aggregates of people. There is a 
very real difference.” 

Bulletin of the Committee on Canadian Labour History / Bulletin du Comité sur 
l'Histoire Ouvrière Canadienne
No. 2 (Autumn, 1976), pp. 16-31.
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“To a graduate student such as myself, 
engaged in the labourious task of researching 
and writing a thesis, the collaborative efforts 
of a team of scholars, generously 
funded, and immersed in their sources for 
five years, promises much.” 

Lawrence Stone

Past & Present, No. 85 (Nov., 1979), pp. 3-24

“Quite separate are the "scientific 
historians,” the cliometricians, who are 
defined by a methodology rather than by any 
particular subject-matter or interpretation of 
the nature of historical change. They are 
historians who build paradigmatic models, 
sometimes counter-factual ones about worlds 
which never existed in real life, and who test 
the validity of the models by the most 
sophisticated mathematical and algebraical 
formulae applied to very large 
quantities of electronically processed data.” 

“There is, however, a difference in kind between 
the artisan quantification done by a single 
researcher totting up figures on a hand-
calculator and producing simple tables and 
percentages, and the work of the cliometricians. 
The latter specialize in the assembling of vast 
quantities of data by teams of assistants, the use 
of the electronic computer to process it all, and 
the application of highly sophisticated 
mathematical procedures to the results obtained. 
Doubts have been cast on all stages of this 
procedure.”
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“It is just those projects that have been the most lavishly 
funded, the most ambitious in the assembly of vast 
quantities of data by armies of paid researchers, the most 
scientifically processed by the very latest in computer 
technology, the most mathematically sophisticated in pre-
sentation, which have so far turned out to be the most 
disappointing. 

Today, two decades and millions of dollars, pounds and 
francs later, there are only rather modest results to show 
for the expenditure of so much time, effort and money. 
There are huge piles of greenish print-out gathering dust 
in scholars' offices; there are many turgid and 
excruciatingly dull tomes full of tables of figures, abstruse 
algebraic equations and percentages given to two decimal 
places.” 

“Quantitative history has gained few 
converts, social science methodology 
remains suspect, and theory –
begged, borrowed or invented –
is steadfastly ignored in the interests of 
narration untrammelled by either 
speculation about or commitment to a 
systematic theory of social discontinuity.”

DAVID GAGAN and H.E. TURNER, “Social History in Canada: 
A Report on the ‘State of the Art,’” Archivaria 14, 1982.

Robert P. Swierenga,
"Historians and Computers: Has 

the Love Affair Gone Sour?”

OAH Newsletter 12 (Nov. 1984), Special 
Supplement, 2-3.

Vannevar Bush
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originally written in 1939, 
first published in July 1945



3/11/20

12

“…research libraries are becoming choked from 
the proliferation of publication, and that the 
resulting problems are not of a kind that 
respond to merely more of the same – ever and 
ever larger bookstacks and ever and ever more 
complicated catalogues.”
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1981 1984

Ian Winchester (1980)

Hs-SH, Vol. XIII, No 25 (mai-May 1980) 

“’Quantitative social history’ is now old hat in Canada, 
though it was shiny and new only twelve years 
ago……The interesting development is not that from 
qualitative to quantitative history…Rather, it is the 
impact of large-scale, collaborative research in social 
history on the practices of historical research as a 
whole.”

1977
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1989-
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2001
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p. 241

“There are signs of changing times, growing 
awareness, genuine interest, but also conservatism 
reaction, and resistance in traditional disciplines 
and, at the core of their research, to information 
technology for its own sake.”
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Kris Inwood and Peter Baskerville, 
CHR, forthcoming

Preliminary research suggests that 
the use of computers in History 
reflects the changing meaning 

in the discipline of:

1. Numbers – “quantitative”
2. Collaboration and Research Funding
3. Epistemology 
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at any time contemporary trails which lead…all over the civilization at a 
particular epoch” (as Vannevar Bush wrote in 1939)?

To what extent are undergraduate History students acquiring digital literacies? 
And graduate students being educated as digitally-enabled historians?

To what extent is digitally-enabled History being defined by historians – not as 
transformative – but as a faster and more efficient version of the 20th century 
print-culture-based historical discipline? 

Merci beaucoup!

− gaffield@uottawa.ca

− @chadgaffield


